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PREFACE
This s tudy  was i n i t i a t e d  d u r in g  th e  sp r in g  of 1971 as  a term 
p r o je c t  in  a sem inar on M e lv i l le  conducted by N icho las  Canaday, J r .
At th a t  time I examined th r e e  of M e l v i l l e ' s  works to  d is c o v e r  h i s  
t re a tm e n t  of p r o p h e t ic  f i g u r e s .  I t  was my f e e l i n g  t h a t  a  s tu d y  o f  th e  
way in  which M e lv i l le  t r e a t s  p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s  would i l lu m i n a te  h i s  
d e p ic t io n  o f  m an's  sea rc h  fo r  God. My sem inar p r o j e c t  focused  on th r e e  
e a r ly  works. I t  was my f e e l i n g  t h a t  an extended s tu d y  o f M e l v i l l e ' s  
work would r e v e a l  a wide range of re sp o n ses  to  th e  p ro p h e t ic  f ig u r e  
as an in d i c a t o r  of how M e lv i l le  c h a r a c te r iz e d  man in  se a rc h  o f  God.
T h is  s tudy  does in  f a c t  p ro v id e  such an i n s i g h t .  And one can more 
f u l l y  u n d e rs tan d  M e l v i l l e ' s  complex response  to  d iv in e  n a tu re  through 
a knowledge o f th e  way in  which he t r e a t s  p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s .
When d e a l in g  w ith  M e l v i l l e ' s  own w r i t i n g ,  I  have used s e v e r a l  
t e x t s .  For M ard i, ed . H a rr iso n  Hayford, H ersh e l P a rk e r ,  G. Thomas 
T a n s e l le  (E vanston: N orthw estern  U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1970), I  have
r e l i e d  on th e  N orthw estem -N ew berry  e d i t i o n  o f  M e l v i l l e ' s  work which, 
when com pleted, w i l l  be th e  d e f i n i t i v e  e d i t i o n  o f  th e  a u t h o r ' s  work.
For th e  o th e r  t e x t s  I  have chosen: Moby-Dick, ed . L u th er  M ansfie ld  and
Howard V incent (New York: Hendricks House, 1952); P i e r r e , ed . Henry
Murray (New York: H endricks House, 1949); The Confidence-Man, ed.
E l iz a b e th  F o s te r  (New York: H endricks House, 1954); C l a r e l , ed .  W alter
Bezanson (New York: H endricks House, 1960); B i l l y  Budd, ed . H arr iso n
Hayford and Merton S e a l t s ,  J r .  (Chicago: U n iv e rs i ty  o f  Chicago P r e s s ,
1962).
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I  w ish to  e x p re s s  s p e c ia l  g r a t i t u d e  to  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  d i r e c t o r ,  
P r o fe s s o r  N icho las  Canaday, J r .  o f  th e  Department o f  E n g lish  a t  
L o u is ian a  S ta te  U n iv e r s i ty ,  under whose c e a s e le s s  guidance my work on 
M e lv i l le  began and came to  f r u i t i o n .  S p e c ia l  thanks a re  a l s o  due to  
P ro fe s s o r  John I .  F is c h e r  whose c r i t i c a l  acumen a id ed  me g r e a t l y .  
F i n a l l y ,  I  wish to  ex tend  my g r a t i t u d e  to  P r o f e s s o r  Lewis P. Simpson 
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ABSTRACT
C le a r ly  a c e n t r a l  theme o f M e l v i l l e ' s  w r i t i n g  i s  m an 's  s ea rc h  fo r  
God. The r e l i g i o u s  q u es t  f o r  knowledge about an a b so lu te  d iv in e  being  
i s  an a g e -o ld  one. What M e lv i l le  b r in g s  to  t h i s  q u es t  i s  a  f i e r c e  
d e d ic a t io n  to  the  d isco v e ry  o f  th e  power and n a tu r e  o f  God and an 
u n y ie ld in g  s k e p t i c a l  a t t i t u d e  toward any c e r t a i n  p ro c lam a tio n  t h a t  God 
l i v e s  and works th rough  n a tu r e  and man. C en tra l  in  M e l v i l l e ' s  q u es t 
to  d is c o v e r  d iv in e  be in g  i s  th e  f ig u r e  o f  th e  p ro p h e t .  The p r o p h e t ic  
c h a r a c te r  a r r e s t s  M e l v i l l e ' s  a t t e n t i o n  because o f  th e  s p e c i a l  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  such a  p e rso n  has  w ith  reg a rd  to  knowing God's w i l l .  
There a re  b a s i c a l l y  s i x  works in  which M e lv i l le  t r e a t s  p ro p h e t ic  
c h a r a c t e r s :  M ardi, Moby-Dick, P i e r r e , The Confidence-Man, and B i l l y
Budd. An exam ination  o f  any one of th e se  works r e v e a l s  M e l v i l l e ' s  
s k e p t i c a l  a t t i t u d e  toward p r o p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r  and knowledge. Moreover, 
a f u l l  t re a tm e n t  o f  th e  p ro p h e t ic  f ig u r e  p ro v id e s  an a cc u ra te  gauge 
w ith  which one can measure M e l v i l l e ' s  a t t i t u d e  toward a b so lu te  
r e l i g i o u s  t r u t h .
The f i r s t  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  th e  p rophe t i s  im p o rtan t in  M e l v i l l e ' s  
s ea rc h  f o r  the  d i v i n i t y  comes in  M ard i. Here B abba lan ja  g iv e s  up 
T a j i ' s  q u e s t  once the  p h i lo so p h e r -p ro p h e t  d is c o v e rs  God's re v e a le d  
w i l l .  B abbalan ja  r e c e iv e s  a s p e c i a l  message from God t h a t  r e v e a l s  th e  
peace and hap p in ess  t h a t  a  l i f e  o f  love  can b r in g .  B abba lan ja  i s  
b le s s e d  w ith  f a i t h  in  God, and h i s  f a i t h  a llow s him to  use h i s  reason  
to  u n d e rs tan d  d iv in e  t r u t h .
In Moby-Dick, th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s t a t u r e  t h a t  the  p ro p h e t  has  to  
r e v e a l  God’ s w i l l  i s  n o t  enhanced by Ishm ael. In f a c t ,  i t  i s  through 
Ishmael t h a t  M e lv i l le  r e v e a l s  h i s  own most s k e p t i c a l  a t t i t u d e  toward 
t r a d i t i o n a l  p rophecy. Ishm ael i s  fa sh io n ed  as  a p rophe t who p roc la im s 
n o t  the  d i r e c t  w i l l  o f  God, b u t  th e  obscured  and sometimes ambiguous 
p e rc e p t io n  o f  God in  n a tu r e .
Even though M e lv i l le  a ch ie v e s  h i s  g r e a t e s t  a r t i s t i c  peak in  
Moby-Dick, and con seq u en tly  h i s  f u l l e s t  t re a tm e n t  o f  the  p ro p h e t ic  
f ig u r e  a s  an ambiguous and u n r e l i a b l e  r e v e a le r  o f  God's w i l l ,  h i s  l a t e r  
f i c t i o n  i s  s t i l l  peopled  w ith  p r o p h e t ic  c h a r a c t e r s .  P ie r r e  in  P i e r r e , 
and John Ringman and Frank Goodman in  The Confidence-Man a re  p r o p h e t ic  
ty p es  whose a c t i o n s  undermine m an 's  f a i t h  in  God. In C l a r e l , C la re l  i s  
a l s o  surrounded  by p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s  who o f f e r  him i n e f f e c t i v e  answers 
to  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  q u e s t io n s .
F in a l l y ,  th e r e  i s  a  p r o p h e t ic  atmosphere t h a t  su rrounds  the  
c h a r a c te r s  in  B i l l y  Budd. The Dansker has some v e s t i g i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
of th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p rophe t in  h i s  appearance and manner. The o th e r  
c h a r a c te r s  in  th e  novel a re  a l s o  aware, to  some e x t e n t ,  o f  B i l l y ' s  
d iv in e  n a tu r e .  But th e r e  i s  no c e r t a i n  p ro p h e t ic  w i tn e s s  p rov ided  to  
B i l l y  o r  h i s  a c t i o n s  by anyone in  th e  n o v e l la .
T rea ted  in  a c h ro n o lo g ic a l  o rd e r ,  M e l v i l l e ' s  p ro p h e ts ,  beg inn ing  
w ith  B abba lan ja  in  M ard i, e x p re ss  hope, doub t, b i t t e r n e s s ,  and f i n a l l y  
r e s ig n a t i o n  in  m an 's  sea rc h  f o r  God. The p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r s  measure 
M e l v i l l e ' s  su cc e ss  in  th e  q u es t  fo r  r e l i g i o u s  t r u t h  about a b so lu te  
d i v i n i t y .  Thus th e  p rophe t i s  a m ajor f ig u r e  in  M e l v i l l e ' s  a r t i s t i c  
a ch ievem en t.
v i
CHAPTER I
FAITH, KNOWLEDGE, AND THE PROPHET: MARDI
M ardi, an a l l e g o r i c a l  romance p u b l is h e d  In  1849, s tan d s  a s  a 
t r a n s i t i o n a l  work in  th e  M e lv i l le  canon between th e  e a r ly  adven tu re  
f i c t i o n ,  i . e . Typee, Omoo, and th e  m a s te r f u l  achievement o f  Moby-Dick.
As a t r a n s i t i o n a l  work, Mardi in t ro d u c e s  many o f th e  themes and i s s u e s  
t h a t  M e lv i l le  l a t e r  more f u l l y  e x p lo re d .  The book a l s o  marks M e l v i l l e ' s  
i n i t i a l  use of the  p rophe t a s  an Im portan t f i g u r e  in  m an 's  s e a rc h  f o r  
an u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  God and th e  d iv in e  n a tu re  o f man and th e  u n iv e r s e .  
The p r o p h e t ic  f ig u r e  in  Mardi warns o f  th e  danger i n  c la im ing  to  know 
a b s o lu t e ly  what God's w i l l  i s .  The M e lv i l le a n  p ro p h e t  embodies a  
warning to  man in  sea rc h  o f  God. Moreover, th e  p r o p h e t ic  f i g u r e  in  
Mardi a l s o  f i n d s  some v e r i f i c a t i o n  fo r  what he does p ro c la im  to  be 
d iv in e  w i l l .  Thus th e  p rophe t s e rv e s  as  a  v i a b l e  in te rm e d ia ry  between 
God and man.
P ro p h e t ic  knowledge i s  r e l a t e d  to  th e  c e n t r a l  theme in  M ardi, the  
s e a rc h  f o r  t r u t h . ^  The i n t r e p i d  T a j i ,  an I s h m a e l - l ik e  f ig u r e  who s e rv e s  
as  n a r r a t o r ,  s a i l s  the  wide world of Mardi to  f in d  Y i l l a h .  She appears
to  be a  s u p e r n a tu r a l  sou rce  o f  t r u t h  f o r  him; f o r  as T a j i  p ro c la im s ,
2
Y i l l a h  i s  " lo v e ly  enough to  be d i v i n e . "  Whether Y i l l a h  i s  r e a l l y  
d iv in e  o r  n o t  i s  u n c le a r .  But she appears  so to  T a j i ,  and he commits 
a l l  o f  h i s  w i l l  towards pu rsu in g  h e r .  T a j i  i s  jo in e d  on h i s  q u e s t  f o r  
Y i l l a h  by B ab b a lan ja ,  a  Mardian p h i lo s o p h e r .  As a p h i lo s o p h e r ,  
B abbalan ja  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  in  T a j i ' s  q u es t  from an e p is te m o lo g ic a l
1
2
s ta n d p o in t  because B abbalan ja  too  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  knowing s p i r i t u a l
t r u t h .  As M e r re l l  Davis o b se rv es ,  "B abbalanja  would know th e  l i m i t s  of
man’s knowledge and would t e s t  th o se  l i m i t s  to  th e  u t te r m o s t .  Hew much
3
can man know? What i s  c e r t a i n  knowledge?" B abba lan ja  i s  th u s  con­
cerned  w ith  a l a r g e r  e p is te m o lo g ic a l  q u e s t io n  than  T a j i .  T a j i  see s  
Y i l l a h  as  d iv in e  and wants to  know h e r .  B abbalan ja  wants to  know how 
man can know any th in g  d iv in e .
B a b b a la n ja 's  i n t e r e s t  in  d iv in e  t r u t h  i s  r e l a t e d  to  h i s  p ro p h e t ic  
c h a r a c te r .  He seeks to  know how God r e v e a ls  s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h  in  t h i s  
w orld . Because he b e l ie v e s  t h a t  T a j i ’ s quest i s  f o r  s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h ,  
B abbalan ja  accompanies T a j i ,  "Your p u r s u i t  i s  mine, nob le  T a j i "
(p. 197). The f a c t  t h a t  T a j i  p u rsu es  Y i l l a h ,  and t h a t  B abbalan ja  
pu rsues  s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h ,  must n o t  be f o r g o t t e n .  T a j i  f a i l s  in  h i s  
p u r s u i t  because he r e f u s e s  to  a ccep t  h i s  l im i te d  u n d e rs tan d in g  of what 
t r u t h  i s .  To the  e x te n t  t h a t  he succeeds  in  h i s  q u e s t ,  B abbalan ja  
succeeds  because he re c o g n ize s  th e  l i m i t a t i o n  o f  human knowledge and 
the  l im i t e d  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  d iv in e  knowledge t h a t  a  p rophet can have.
Understood in  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  s e n s e ,  the  p rophe t i s  "one who spoke
fo r  God and d e c la re d  the  i n t e n t i o n  o f th e  d iv in e  h e a r t .  In
B ab b a lan ja ,  M e lv i l le  c r e a te s  a p ro p h e t  who very  t e n t a t i v e l y  g iv e s  h i s  
w itn e ss  to  what he h e a r s  God say  to  him. B abbalan ja  l e a r n s  to  speak of 
d iv in e  th in g s  c a u t io u s ly  and on ly  w i th in  th e  co n tex t  o f  a hard-won 
f a i t h .  The f a i t h  t h a t  B abbalan ja  r e c e iv e s  comes on h i s  jo u rn ey  through 
Mardi w ith  T a j i .
The f i r s t  t h i r d  o f  Mardi i s  a South Sea ad v en tu re  t a l e  somewhat in  
the  manner o f  Typee and Omoo. Then q u i t e  unexpec ted ly  Y i l l a h  appea rs
and changes th e  n a tu re  o f  T a j i ' s  voyage. T a j i  f r e e s  h e r  from h e r
3
enslavem ent to  Aleema by k i l l i n g  th e  p r i e s t ,  and T a j i  f a l l s  in  love  w ith  
Y i l l a h .  Y i l l a h  i s  no o rd in a ry  m o r ta l ;  she has  been r a i s e d  by Aleema to  
b e l ie v e  t h a t  she i s  a god. T a j i  d e s i r e s  he r  as a woman and a s  a s p i r i t u a l  
i d e a l ;  he encourages  h e r  to  b e l ie v e  t h a t  he too  i s  d iv in e  in  o r ig i n .
T a j i  c o n fe s s e s ,  "At f i r s t  she [Y il lah ]  had w i ld ly  b e l i e v e d ,  t h a t  the  
nam eless a f f i n i t i e s  between us were owing to  o u r  having in  tim es gone by 
dw elt to g e th e r  in  the  same e th e r e a l  re g io n .  But th o ugh ts  l i k e  th e se  were 
f a s t  dying o u t . . .  Love, sometimes induced me to  prop my f a i l i n g  d i v i n i t y "  
(p . 158-159).
T a j i ' s  a t t r a c t i o n  f o r  Y i l l a h  i s  a complex one. He i s  w i l l in g  to  
use Y i l l a h ' s  b e l i e f  in  him as a " g e n t le  demi-god" (p . 140) to  keep h e r  
w ith  him. Though they  become lo v e r s ,  T a j i  and Y i l la h  do n o t  remain 
to g e th e r  f o r  long . The ghost of Aleema, the  p r i e s t  murdered by T a j i ,  
h au n ts  them. F i n a l l y ,  the  maiden m y s te r io u s ly  d isap p e a rs  from t h e i r  
hideaway on Odo; T a j i  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  Y i l la h  has  e i t h e r  f l e d  o r  been ab­
ducted  from the  r e t r e a t .
Y i l la h  d is a p p e a rs  f o r  no ap p a ren t  re a so n . Perhaps h e r  lo s s  i s  th e  
punishment t h a t  T a j i  r e c e iv e s  f o r  k i l l i n g  Aleema."* I t  seems, however, 
t h a t  T a j i  and Y i l la h  were sim ply n o t  meant f o r  each o th e r .  R ep resen ting  
as she does th e  h ig h e s t  i d e a l s  o f  t r u t h  and p e r f e c t i o n ,  Y i l la h  I s  u n a t ­
t a i n a b l e  f o r  man. And T a j i  i s  a mere m o r ta l  r e g a r d l e s s  of h i s  proclam a-
g
t io n  th a t  he  i s  a demigod. Thus h i s  d e s i r e  to  p o sse ss  Y i l l a h  i s  doomed 
from the  s t a r t .  He cannot be p e r f e c t ;  she r e p r e s e n t s  th e  p e r f e c t io n  to  
which he a s p i r e s .  Not w i l l i n g  to  reco g n ize  t h i s  t r u t h  about h im se lf  and 
the  g i r l ,  T a j i  p u rsu es  Y i l l a h  w ith  an u n y ie ld in g  w i l l .  He becomes an 
a b s o l u t i s t  b en t  on h i s  o b s e s s io n .  And one th in g  i s  c l e a r  in  M e l v i l l e ' s  
w r i t i n g —a b s o l u t i s t s  d e s t r o y  them selves  in  th e  p u r s u i t  o f t h e i r  un reach ­
ab le  g o a ls .
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King Media, th e  r u l e r  of Odo, where T a j i  and Y i l l a h  f in d  r e fu g e ,  
conso les  T a j i  on th e  l o s s  o f  Y i l l a h .  Media and th re e  o th e r  M ardians— th e  
sage h i s t o r i a n  Mohi, th e  p o e t  Yoomy, and, most im p o r ta n t ly ,  the  p h i l o s ­
opher B abba lan ja—j o i n  T a j i  on h i s  q u es t  f o r  Y i l l a h .  From th e  o u t s e t ,  
the  M ardians a re  d i f f e r e n t  from T a j i  in  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  toward th e  q u e s t .  
Media i s  sy m p ath e tic  toward T a j i ,  " I  m yself  am i n t e r e s t e d  in  t h i s  
p u r s u i t "  (p . 196), bu t n o t  ob sessed  w ith  Y i l l a h  as  a source  o f  t r u t h .  
B abbalan ja  "had o f te n  ex p re ssed  th e  most a rd e n t  d e s i r e  to  v i s i t  every  one 
of the  Mardian i s l e s  in  q u e s t  of some o b j e c t ,  m y s te r io u s ly  h in te d "
(p. 197). But t h i s  o b je c t  i s  n o t  s t a t e d  to  be Y i l l a h ,  r a t h e r  some more 
vague m ystery . From B a b b a la n ja 's  a c t io n s  on th e  voyage, i t  becomes 
a p p a ren t  t h a t  he i s  i n t e r e s t e d  in  p ro b in g  th e  deeper s p i r i t u a l  and 
p h i lo s o p h ic a l  problems a t t e n d in g  man's  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h .  
Thus from th e  v e ry  b eg in n in g ,  B a b b a la n ja 's  q u es t  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from T a j i ' s  
q u e s t ;  B abba lan ja  seeks to  u n d e rs tan d  what ways man h as  to  know God. The 
p h i lo s o p h e r  t e s t s  th e  v i a b i l i t y  o f  r e a s o n ,  f a i t h ,  and prophecy as  ways of 
knowing d iv in e  knowledge.
As M e r re l l  Davis n o t e s ,  B abba lan ja  i s  a  b a b b le r  who in d u lg e s  h im se lf
•j
in  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  argument. S t i l l  B a b b a la n ja 's  q u e s t io n in g  and s k e p t i ­
cism must be seen a s  much more than  j u s t  i d l e  s p e c u la t io n s ;  h e ,  more than 
any o th e r  c h a r a c te r  in  th e  book, r a t i o n a l l y  c o n s id e rs  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
g
u n d e rs tan d in g  God and t r u t h  in  t h i s  w orld . B a b b a la n ja 's  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  
s tan c e  th rough  most o f  the  book i s  t h a t  o f  a s k e p t i c  who I n s i s t s  t h a t  
w hatever i s  a ccep ted  as t r u t h  must p a ss  th e  ha rd  t e s t  o f  h i s  r a t i o n a l  
exam ina tion . B abba lan ja  a l lo w s  t h a t  th e  gods u n d e rs tan d  th in g s  i n  ways 
t h a t  men can n o t,  bu t B abba lan ja  a s s e r t s  t h a t  re a so n  i s  th e  on ly  human way 
of knowing. F urtherm ore , B abba lan ja  e x p re s s e s  t h i s  b e l i e f  c l e a r l y  in  h i s
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c o n v e rsa t io n  w ith  Yoomy about th e  m ystery  o f  f a t e  and f r e e  w i l l  in  human 
ex p e r ien c e .  Yoomy th in k s  t h a t  B abba lan ja  examines th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
between f a t e  and f r e e  w i l l  too  r ig o r o u s ly ,  f o r  on ly  th e  gods can r e a l l y
know what i s  o rd a in ed  and what i s  f r e e  f o r  man to  do. B abba lan ja  d i s ­
a g re e s .  "No need have the  g r e a t  gods to  d is c o u r s e  o f  th in g s  p e r f e c t l y  
comprehended by them, and by them selves  o rd a in e d .  But you and I ,  Yoomy, 
a re  men, and n o t  gods; hence i s  i t  f o r  u s ,  and n o t  f o r  them, to  take
th e se  th in g s  f o r  our themes. Nor i s  th e re  any im p ie ty  in  th e  r i g h t  use
o f re a so n ,  w hatever th e  i s s u e "  (p . 426). B a b b a la n ja 's  r e s p e c t  f o r  reason  
comes from the  b e l i e f  t h a t  knowledge a c q u ire d  th rough  re a so n  i s  th e  
c lo s e s t  t h a t  man can come to  d iv in e  knowledge.
B abbalan ja  l e a r n s  h i s  r e s p e c t  fo r  rea so n  from th e  say in g s  o f  o ld
B ard ianna , an a n c ie n t  th in k e r  whose ph ilo so p h y  b e a rs  a  resem blance  to  
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S e n e ca 's  work. Q uo ta t io n s  from B a rd ia n n a 's  w r i t i n g s  p u n c tu a te  Bab­
b a l a n j a ' s  speech. Of c h i e f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  to  B abba lan ja  i s  B a rd ia n n a 's  
te ac h in g  on m an 's  knowledge o f Oro (God). B abba lan ja  q u o tes  B ard ianna , 
"The so u l  needs no m entor, bu t Oro; and Oro, w ith o u t  p roxy . Wanting 
Him, i t  i s  bo th  th e  te a c h e r  and th e  ta u g h t .  U ndeniab ly , re a so n  was the  
f i r s t  r e v e l a t i o n ;  and so f a r  as i t  t e s t s  o t h e r s ,  i t  has p recedence  over 
them. I t  comes d i r e c t  to  u s ,  w ith o u t  s u p p re s s io n  o r i n t e r p o l a t i o n ;  and 
w ith  O ro 's  in d i s p u ta b le  im prim atu r " (p. 576). B ard ianna propounds t h a t
man can f in d  God th rough h i s  re a so n ;  B abba lan ja  th u s  f in d s  su p p o rt  f o r  
h i s  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f r e a s o n 's  im portance  in  p re v io u s  p h i lo s o p h e r s .  
B ard ianna  se rv es  to  g ive  B abbalan ja  a f a i t h  in  reaso n  t h a t  B abba lan ja  
can no t always m a in ta in  in  h i s  jo u rn e y  th rough  M ardi. B abba lan ja  d i s ­
covers  reason  sometimes im p e r i l s  f a i t h ;  men o f te n  abuse rea so n  and s l a n t  
i t  to  t h e i r  s e l f i s h  ends.
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On Maranana, th e  f a i t h  t h a t  B abba lan ja  see s  i s  c o n t r a d ic t e d  by th e  
rea so n s  t h a t  men use in  su p p o r t  of t h e i r  b e l i e f .  Marammans b e l ie v e  t h a t  
H iv o h itee  (a  t h i n l y  d is g u ise d  Pope) i s  Alma's ( C h r i s t ’ s)  c h ie f  r e p r e s e n ta ­
t i v e  i n  t h i s  world (C hapter 108). In o rd e r  to  b e n e f i t  from the  love  and 
f a i t h  t h a t  Alma e sp o u se s ,  th e  Marammans conclude t h a t  everyone must 
conform to  H iv o h i t e e 's  ( i . e . th e  P o p e 's )  te a c h in g .  A c e n t r a l  te a c h in g  o f  
th e  Maramman church , as  o f  th e  C a th o l ic  Church, i s  o f  course  t h a t  on ly  
H iv o h itee  (Pope) can I n t e r p r e t  how b e s t  Alma i s  se rved  in  t h i s  world 
(p . 333). T h is  te a c h in g  i s  s e l f - s e r v i n g l y  r a t i o n a l  and h y p o c r i t i c a l ;  
H iv o h i t e e 's  dictum a l s o  u n d e rcu ts  the  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  f a i t h  In  God by making 
In d iv id u a l  b e l i e f  s u b o rd in a te  to  th e  rea so n in g  o f men. By i n s i s t i n g  on 
a l l e g ia n c e  to  t h e i r  C hurch 's  t e a c h in g ,  H iv o h itee  and th e  Marammans a re  
a b s o l u t i s t  i n  t h e i r  way o f  w orsh ipp ing  God.
The c o n t r a d i c t i o n  between what th e  Marammans p r o f e s s  to  b e l ie v e  and 
what they  do a s  a  consequence o f  t h e i r  b e l i e f  i s  o b je c t io n a b le  to  Bab­
b a l a n j a .  A young boy accompanies th e  t r a v e l e r s  on t h e i r  jo u rn e y  th rough 
Mararama to  see  H iv o h i te e .  When the  boy seeks  to  speak d i r e c t l y  to  Oro 
h im s e l f ,  he i s  s e iz e d  and pun ished  by the  Marammans who p ro f e s s  t h a t  on ly  
H iv o h itee  can d i r e c t l y  speak to  Oro (p. 347). The Marammans a llow  t h a t  
H iv o h i te e  can have acce ss  to  God, b u t  n o t  th e  boy; t h i s  d i s c r im in a t io n  1b 
s e l f - s e r v i n g  h y p o c r isy  because Oro i s  f o r  a l l  men. B abba lan ja  r e f l e c t s  
on t h i s  h y p o c r isy  and lam ents  th e  p a r t i a l  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  A lma's p r i n c i p l e s  
in  t h i s  w orld . "The p rophe t [Alma] came to  g u a ra n tee  o u r  e t e r n a l  f e l ­
i c i t y ;  bu t a cco rd in g  to  what I s  h e ld  in  Maramma, t h a t  f e l i c i t y  r e s t s  on 
so ha rd  a p ro v iso  [ i . e . complete a l l e g ia n c e  to  th e  l e a d e r ,  H iv o h i te e J ,  
t h a t  to  a th in k in g  mind, b u t  ve ry  few o f  our s i n f u l  r a c e  may sec u re  i t .
For one , th e n ,  I  w holly  r e j e c t  your Alma" (p . 349). B abba lan ja  cannot
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embrace the  te a c h in g s  o f  Alma because o f  th e  Marammans1 h y p o c r i t i c a l  
re a so n in g .
B a b b a la n ja 's  r e j e c t i o n  o f  Alma must n o t be seen a s  a permanent r e j e c ­
t io n  of f a i t h .  The a b so lu t ism  o f  the  Marammans w ith  re g a rd  to  how Alma 
i s  known and worshipped on Mardi causes B abbalan ja  to  d i s s o c i a t e  h im se lf  
from a church which c o n t r o l s  m an 's  knowledge o f God in  t h i s  w o rld .  
B abbalan ja  seeks  a f a i t h  in  God which a llow s f o r  more p e r s o n a l ,  r a t i o n a l  
response  to  God than  does the  Maramman church . Thus B abba lan ja  r e j e c t s  
th e  Maramman church bu t n o t  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  knowing God d i r e c t l y  
through h i s  re a so n .
B a b b a la n ja 's  b e l i e f  i n  th e  primacy o f  reaso n  as  a way o f  knowing God 
i s  r e a s s e r t e d  when the  M ardians leav e  Maramma and t r a v e l  to  th e  i s l a n d  
o f  P a d u l la ;  h e re  they  v i s i t  an a n t iq u a ry  which c o n ta in s  th e  m an u sc r ip t  
w r i t i n g s  o f  B ardianna and o th e r  a n c ie n t  Mardian s a g e s .  B abba lan ja  p e ru se s  
th e se  w r i t i n g s  w ith  much s a t i s f a c t i o n  because  they  r e a f f i r m  h i s  b e l i e f  
t h a t  man can b e s t  know God through human re a so n :  "U ndeniably , re a so n  was
th e  f i r s t  r e v e l a t i o n ;  and so f a r  as  i t  t e s t s  o t h e r s ,  i t  has p recedence  
over them. I t  comes d i r e c t  to  u s ,  w ith o u t  su p p re ss io n  o r  i n t e r p o l a t i o n ;  
and w ith  O ro 's  i n d i s p u ta b le  im prim atur"  (p. 576). One o f  the  a n c ie n t  
w r i t i n g s  t h a t  B abbalan ja  p a r t i c u l a r l y  en joys  i s  a pamphlet e n t i t l e d  
"A Happy L i f e . "  T h is  work su p p o r ts  much o f  B a b b a la n ja 's  o b je c t io n  to  th e  
Maramman church: "Out o f  i t s e l f ,  R e l ig io n  has n o th in g  to  bestow . Nor 
w i l l  she save us from a u g h t ,  b u t  from the  e v i l  i n  o u r s e lv e s .  Her one 
grand end i s  to  make us w ise ;  h e r  m a n i f e s t a t io n s  a re  re v e ren c e  to  Oro 
and love to  man; h e r  o n ly ,  bu t ample rew ard , h e r s e l f "  (p . 3 89 ) . The 
pamphlet a t t e s t s  to  the  r o le  t h a t  r e l i g i o n s  should  p la y  as  a  s e r v a n t  o f  
man in  sea rc h  o f  God, no t a s  a c o n t r o l  on m an 's  thought about God. The
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a n c ie n t  w r i t i n g s  o f  B ard ianna  and th e  o th e r  sages  g iv e  B abba lan ja  a 
f u r t h e r  a ssu ra n ce  t h a t  re a so n  i s  th e  most r e l i a b l e  way t h a t  man can know 
God.
The re a so n a b le  good sense  t h a t  th e s e  w r i t i n g s  o f f e r  f o r  a man in  
sea rch  o f  God im p resse s  B abba lan ja  so deep ly  t h a t  he p roc la im s a  s p e c i a l  
s ig n i f i c a n c e  f o r  them: "T h is  book ["A Happy L i fe " ]  i s  more m arvelous than
the  p ro p h e c ie s .  My lo r d  [M edia], t h a t  a  mere man, and a  h e a th e n ,  in  th a t  
most h e a th e n is h  t im e , should  g ive  u t t e r a n c e  to  such heaven ly  wisdom, seems 
more w onderfu l than  t h a t  an in s p i r e d  p ro p h e t  should  r e v e a l  i t "  (p. 388). 
B abba lan ja  can see  l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n c e  between p r o p h e t ic  knowledge, a know­
ledge  based on f a i t h  in  God, and human, r a t i o n a l  knowledge, a knowledge 
n o t  based on f a i t h  in  God. However, human knowledge cannot be th e  same 
th in g  as  d iv in e  knowledge. B abba lan ja  makes such a f o o l i s h  m is tak e  be­
cause he la c k s  f a i t h  in  God and p la c e s  too  much f a i t h  in  human re a so n .
B a b b a la n ja 's  c la im s f o r  r e a s o n 's  a b i l i t y  to  r e v e a l  knowledge about 
God i s  q u e s t io n ed  by Media. Media c a u t io n s  B abba lan ja  to  be c a r e f u l  
about p ro c la im in g  a "heaven ly  wisdom" (p . 388) in  th e  pagan w r i t i n g s  of 
B ard ianna  and th e  o th e r  a n c ie n t  a u th o r s .  The k in g  warns t h a t  Bardianna 
was a pagan, and n o t  a  w o rsh ippe r  o f  Oro th rough  Alma, O ro 's  c h ie f  p rophe t 
on M ardi. As Media s t a t e s ,  "M ard i 's  r e l i g i o n  must seem to  come d i r e c t  
from Oro" (p. 389). Media th u s  s tym ies  B abba lan ja  in  h i s  a s s e r t i o n s  th a t  
re a so n  a lo n e  b e s t  r e v e a l s  d iv in e  knowledge. The k i n g ' s  w arning bec louds  
B a b b a la n ja 's  c la im s f o r  r e a s o n 's  r e v e l a to r y  power and le a d s  B abba lan ja  to  
doubt in  h i s  own a b i l i t y  to  c o r r e c t l y  know God th rough  reaso n  a lo n e .
B a b b a la n ja 's  s e l f - d o u b t  comes i n  th e  form o f Azzageddi, an im aginary  
demon t h a t  B abba lan ja  b e l i e v e s  l i v e s  w i th in  him. This  demon p e r i o d i c a l l y  
f lo o d s  B a b b a la n ja 's  speech  w ith  i r r e v e r e n t  and i r r a t i o n a l  c h a t t e r  and
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se rv e s  to  amuse o c c a s io n a l ly  th e  o th e r  M ardians and T a j i .  F u r therm ore , 
Azzageddi i s  th e  r e s u l t  of B a b b a la n ja 's  extreme f a i t h  in  th e  primacy o f 
r a t i o n a l  i n q u i r y .  Q uite  s im p ly ,  when pushed too  f a r  by B ab b a lan ja ,  h i s  
re a so n in g  f a c u l ty  tu r n s  around on i t s e l f  and becomes nonsense . Azzageddi 
p lag u es  B a b b a la n ja 's  r a t i o n a l  l i f e  a f t e r  th e  v i s i t  to  P a d u l la  w herein  
B abba lan ja  f o o l i s h l y  a s s e r t e d  t h a t  re a so n  and f a i t h  h e ld  th e  same r e l i ­
a b i l i t y  in  r e v e a l in g  God. Th is  a s s e r t i o n  i s  f a l s e  as w e ll  as f o o l i s h ;  
B a b b a la n ja 's  re a so n in g  power snaps under the  s t r a i n  o f  such an i r r a t i o n a l  
c la im . A f te r  the  t r a v e l e r s  le a v e  P a d u l la ,  Azzageddi c o lo r s  much o f  Bab­
b a l a n j a ' s  speech because  B abba lan ja  w i l l  n o t  r e l i n q u i s h  h i s  b e l i e f  in  
r e a s o n 's  a b s o lu te  r e l i a b i l i t y  to  know d iv in e  knowledge. I t  i s  n o t  u n t i l  
the  M ardians a r r i v e  on S e ren ia  and B abba lan ja  e x p e r ien ces  a  r e a l  f a i t h  in  
God th rough  r e l i g i o u s  co nvers ion  t h a t  he i s  f r e e d  from Azzageddi and f re e d  
from th e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  reaso n  a lo n e  b e s t  r e v e a l s  God to  man.
S e re n ia  i s  t h a t  Mardian i s l e  w here, as B abba lan ja  r e l a t e s ,  "Mardians 
p re ten d  to  the  u n n a tu ra l  c o n ju n c t io n  o f  reason  w ith  th in g s  re v e a le d ;  
where Alma, they s a y ,  i s  r e s to r e d  to  h i s  d iv in e  o r i g i n a l "  ( p . 622-623). I t  
i s  o f  g r e a t  s ig n i f i c a n c e  to  B abba lan ja  t h a t  th e  S eren ians  can u n i t e  reason  
w ith  d iv in e  r e v e l a t i o n  and f a i t h  because  B abba lan ja  has n o t  seen  such a 
union  i n  a l l  o f  Mardi. What en ab le s  th e  S eren ians  to  make such an 
a l l i a n c e  i s  t h e i r  b e l i e f  : h«.'.t God speaks  d i r e c t l y  to  every  man. A 
S e ren ian  guide sp eak s ,  "We ho ld  n o t ,  t h a t  one m an 's  word should  be a 
g o sp e l  to  the  r e s t ;  b u t  t h a t  A lm a's words shou ld  be a  g o sp e l  to  us a l l . . . .  
We a re  a p o s t l e s ,  every  one" (p. 629). The S e ren ian s  eq u a te  t h e i r  own 
u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  God w ith  th e  t r u t h f u l  u n d e rs tan d in g  of God, Such id e n ­
t i f i c a t i o n  i s  based on love  and t r u s t :  "The M a s te r 's  [Alama's] g r e a t
command i s  Love; and h e re  do a l l  th in g s  w ise ,  and a l l  th in g s  good, u n i t e .
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Love I s  a l l  In  a l l "  (p. 629).
The S e ren ian s  b e l ie v e  t h a t  th ey  can know God d i r e c t l y  th rough  t h e i r  
re a so n :  "R igh t rea so n  and Alma a re  th e  same" (p. 6 29 ) . But t h i s  r a t i o n a l  
u n d e rs tan d in g  must e x i s t  w i th in  the  c o n te x t  o f  f a i t h  i n  an Alma who speaks 
d i r e c t l y  and r a t i o n a l l y  to  them. In  th e  S e re n ia n s ,  B abba lan ja  en co u n te rs  
a group of people  who ho ld  reaso n  and f a i t h  in  h igh  re g a rd .  The S eren ians  
base t h e i r  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f God’s w i l l  on b e l i e f  in  Alma, n o t  s o l e l y  on 
t h e i r  r a t i o n a l  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  Alma. Thus they  can p ro c la im ,  " In  him 
[Alma] i s  hope f o r  a l l ;  f o r  a l l ,  unbounded jo y s .  F a s t  locked  in  h i s  
loved  c l a s p ,  no doub ts  dismay. He opes th e  eye o f  f a i t h ,  and s h u ts  th e  
eye o f  f e a r "  (p. 630). In  s h o r t ,  th e  S e re n ia n s '  f a i t h  i s  based  on t h e i r  
b e l i e f  t h a t  God's w i l l  i s  one t h a t  i s  open to  man and one t h a t  d i r e c t s  
man to  lo v e ;  th e  S eren ians  do n o t  b e l i e v e  sim ply  because of t h e i r  r a t i o n a l  
u n d e rs tan d in g .
B abba lan ja  h a s  sought such a r a t i o n a l  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  God; he has  
o f  course  lacked  such f a i t h  in  God as  th e  S e ren ian s  have. On S e re n ia ,  
B abbalan ja  embraces a f a i t h  in  God. And th e  p h i lo s o p h e r  comes to  u n d e r­
s tan d  th a t  f a i t h  in  God i s  a  n e c e s sa ry  p r e r e q u i s i t e  to  any p ro p h e t ic  know­
ledge th a t  man can have about God. B abba lan ja  r e a l i z e s  th e  l i m i t a t i o n  o f  
reaso n  in  a world w ith o u t  f a i t h .  Such a l i m i t a t i o n  consigns  him to  th e  
p lag u in g s  o f  Azzageddi. As B abbalan ja  a t t e s t s ,  " I  have been mad' . Some 
th in g s  th e re  a r e ,  we must n o t  th in k  o f .  Beyond o n e 's  obvious mark, a l l  
human lo r e  i s  v a i n . . .Reason no lo n g e r  dom ineers; b u t  s t i l l  do th  speak"
(p. 630). The f a l s e  a s s e r t i o n  made on P a d u l la  th a t  re a so n  i s  th e  b e s t  
u n d e rs tan d in g  t h a t  man could  have o f  God i s  d i s c a rd e d ,  and B abbalan ja  
embraces a r e a l  f a i t h  in  God. Such f a i t h  employs r e a s o n ,  b u t  n o t  in  th e  
ra sh  o r  extreme manner t h a t  r e s u l t e d  i n  th e  i r r a t i o n a l  m u t te r in g s  of 
Azzageddi.
11
With f a i t h  in  God, B abbalan ja  can use h i s  reason  to  u n d e rs tan d  what 
God w an ts . In  a dream v i s i o n  t h a t  he e x p e r ie n c e s  a f t e r  h i s  co n v e rs io n ,  
B abbalan ja  see s  an a n g e l i c  f ig u r e  t h a t  speaks  to  him: "No mind b u t  O ro 's
can know a l l ;  no mind t h a t  knows n o t  a l l  can be c o n te n t"  (p . 634). 
B abbalan ja  u n d e rs tan d s  t h a t  as  a man he w i l l  never know a l l  t h a t  th e r e  i s  
to  know about Oro; and t h i s  la ck  o f  knowledge w i l l  make B abbalan ja  d i s ­
co n ten ted  and always s e a rc h in g .  The l a s t  th in g  t h a t  B abba lan ja  i s  to ld  
in  h i s  v i s io n  i s  t h a t  "Mardian h ap p in ess  i s  b u t  exemption from g re a t  
woes-no more" (p . 636). Thus f a i t h  does n o t  b r in g  h ap p in ess  to  man; f a i t h  
g iv e s  man a b e l i e f  in  a  lo v in g  God. On M ardi, though , th e  b e l i e v e r  must 
s t i l l  d ea l  w ith  the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  and f r u s t r a t i o n s  o f  l i f e  i n  th e  r e a l  
w orld . Reason h e lp s  to  cope w ith  human f a i l i n g s  and h e lp s  to  r e v e a l  
how f a i t h  i s  r e a l i z e d  in  t h i s  w orld .
A f te r  h i s  co n v e rs io n ,  B abba lan ja  g iv e s  up h i s  q u es t  fo r  Y i l la h  in  
fav o r  o f  Alma. At l e a s t  one c r i t i c  has  r e g i s t e r e d  doubt about t h i s  
c o n v e rs io n . W illiam  D illingham  f in d s  B a b b a la n ja 's  co nvers ion  m erely  an 
i l l u s o r y  and tem porary  one: "The S e re n ia s  o f  m an 's  world a re  n o t  wrong
b u t on ly  s a d ly  in ad eq u a te  and thus  tem porary . When B abba lan ja  awakes 
and f in d s  h i s  i l l u s i o n  s h a t t e r e d ,  he w i l l  no lo n g e r  be the  s a m e . " ^
But B abbalan ja  r e d e d ic a te s  h im s e lf  to  th e  p u r s u i t  o f  Alma th rough  h i s  
r e a so n :  "Here [on S e r e n ia ] ,  I  t a r r y  to  grow w ise r  s t i l l : - t h e n  I  am
Alma's and th e  w o r ld 's "  (p . 637). F a i th  i s  n o t  an excuse to  s to p  ques­
t io n in g ;  f a i t h  p ro v id e s  a  framework, a l i m i t a t i o n  p e rh a p s ,  f o r  th e  
answers t h a t  man can expec t from God. B abba lan ja  has no I n t e n t io n  of 
l e t t i n g  f a i t h  be a f i n a l  answer to  th e  problem of u n d e rs tan d in g  God. 
B a b b a la n ja 's  co n v ers io n  i n s t e a d  p ro v id e s  him w ith  a b a lan ced  view of 
how man can view d iv in e  n a tu r e .  Man must view such n a tu r e  through
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rea so n  and f a i t h .  And i t  i s  on ly  w i th in  the  framework o f  f a i t h  and 
reason  th a t  p ro p h e t ic  knowledge i s  v i a b l e .  B a b b a la n ja 's  conversion  i s  
a tu rn in g  to  a  b a lanced  view o f  God, n o t  an escape  to  th e  i l l u s o r y  
ab so lu t ism  o f  f id e is m .
Thus B a b b a la n ja 's  jo u rn e y  fo r  a b s o lu te  s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h  comes to  an 
end w ith  h i s  v i s i t  to  S e re n ia .  He g iv e s  up h i s  p u r s u i t  o f  Y i l l a h  be­
cause he has found a g r e a t e r  t r u t h  in  Alma. The o th e r  Mardians a l s o  
cease  t h e i r  jo u rn e y ;  they  too  have found t h e i r  answer in  Alma. But T a j i  
w i l l  n o t  s to p .
T a j i  i s  n o t  s a t i s f i e d  w ith  th e  S e ren ian  answer which, a llow s  th a t  
man can know God b e s t  through, f a i t h .  In one c r i t i c ' s  v iew , T a j i  i s  d i s ­
s a t i s f i e d  w ith  S e re n ia  "because  i t s  people  ig n o re  the  dark  and v i o l e n t  
a s p e c ts  of human life."'*''*' The ben ev o len t  d o c t r in e s  o f  love  and u n iv e r ­
s a l  f a i t h  p r a c t i c e d  on S e re n ia  c e r t a i n l y  do r e p r e s e n t  M e l v i l l e ' s  " Id e a l  
12C h r i s t i a n i t y "  and do de-em phasize  th e  e v i l  and i n j u s t i c e  on Maramma. 
But th e  i d e a l s  o f  S e re n ia  do n o t  chase T a j i  away; he la c k s  f a i t h .  And 
he i s  no t g i f t e d  w i th  b e l i e f  on t h i s  i s l a n d  e s s e n t i a l l y  because he w i l l  
n o t  r e l i n q u i s h  h i s  own w i l l f u l  i n s i s t e n c e .  He le a v e s  S e ren ia  b e l ie v in g  
t h a t  he s t i l l  i s  a  demigod and t h a t  Y i l l a h  i s  a d iv in e  s p i r i t  worthy o f 
h i s  p u r s u i t .
Choosing Y i l l a h  over Alma s p l i t s  T a j i  from th e  M ardians. T a j i  
chooses Y i l la h  w i l l f u l l y  and a b s o lu t e ly ;  th rough  h i s  w i l l f u l  cho ice  o f  
Y i l l a h ,  he c lo s e s  h im se lf  to  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e a l  f a i t h  in  God. Bab­
b a l a n j a ' s  cho ice  i s  based on h i s  r e a so n ,  and when t h a t  f a i l s ,  h i s  f a i t h  
and p ro p h e t ic  knowledge. A c e n t r a l  d i f f e r e n c e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  between th e  
c h a r a c t e r  o f  T a j i  and B abba lan ja  l i e s  in  th e  a b i l i t y  o f  B abba lan ja  to  
u n d e rs tan d  p r o p h e t ic  knowledge, and th e  i n a b i l i t y  o f  T a j i  to  re co g n ize  
th e  need f o r  such knowledge.
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The l a s t  c h a p te r s  o f  Mardi a re  th u s  g iven  over to  th e  type  o f  mono­
maniac q u es t t h a t  p r e f ig u r e s  A hab 's  l a s t  days on the  Pequod. Duly warned 
by th e  newly co nver ted  B ab b a lan ja ,  " T a j i !  f o r  Y i l l a h  thou w i l t  hun t in  
v a in ;  she i s  a phantom t h a t  b u t  mocks th e e "  (p . 637) , T a j i  la n d s  on
F lo z e l l a  a Nina i n t e n t  on f in d in g  Y i l l a h  in  th e  company o f  H a u t ia ,  an
13e v i l  Mardian queen who i s  somehow p a r t  o f  Y i l l a h :  " In  some m y s te r io u s
way seemed H a u tia  and Y i l l a h  connected" (p . 643). The growing awareness
th a t  h i s  Y i l la h  i s  n o t  the  pure  s p i r i t u a l  be in g  th a t  he f i r s t  loved i s
too  much f o r  T a j i .  When he sees  what he th in k s  i s  Y i l l a h ’ s drowned f ig u r e
in  H a u t i a 's  poo l (p . 653 ) , T a j i  s t r i k e s  ou t in  mad p u r s u i t  o f  t h i s
v i s io n .  He commits h i s  w i l l  to  p u r s u i t  o f  a phantom; h i s  a b s o lu te  cou rse
14le a d s  him to  a lm ost c e r t a i n  d e a th .
Y i l l a h ' s  m y s te r io u s  r e l a t i o n  to  H au tia  i s  too shocking f o r  T a j i  
because he has  committed h im se lf  to  th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  Y i l l a h  i s  a pure 
s p i r i t u a l  b e in g .  Such commitment i s  o f  course  based on sh e e r  w i l l f u l n e s s  
and n o t  on f a i t h  in  God and c a u t io n  in  i n t e r p r e t i n g  what ap p ea rs  to  be 
d iv in e  d i r e c t i v e  and m a n i f e s t a t io n .  T a j i ' s  q u es t  i s  a f a i l u r e  because  he 
assumes an i d e n t i t y  as a demigod in  p u r s u i t  o f  i d e a l ,  d iv in e ,  a b so lu te  
t r u t h .  The s ta n c e  o f  B abba lan ja  i s  much more human; he re c o g n ize s  th e  
need to  a c t  w ith  c a u t io n  in  a s s e r t i n g  God's w i l l ,  and he re c o g n ize s  the  
l i m i t a t i o n  o f  human u n d e rs tan d in g  th rough  re a so n .
The im port of T a j i ' s  f a t e  i s  u n m is tak ab le .  His r e c k l e s s  p u r s u i t  of 
an a b so lu te  i d e a l  r e s u l t s  i n  h i s  d e a th .  Time and aga in  t h i s  theme i s  
sounded in  M e l v i l l e ' s  w r i t i n g .  There i s  always someone, in  t h i s  case 
B ab b a lan ja ,  to  speak in  a c a u t io n a ry  v o ic e  o f  warning to  th e  h e e d le s s  
p u rs u e r .  T a j i ' s  q u e s t  i s  f o r  a be ing  whom he m is ta k en ly  ta k e s  to  be 
a b so lu te  s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t y .  B a b b a la n ja 's  q u e s t  shows th e  i m p o s s i b i l i t y
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o f  such c e r t a i n t y .  B a b b a la n ja 's  v o ice  i s  th u s  p ro p h e t ic  in  t h a t  he warns 
man o f the  danger in  h i s  sea rc h  f o r  God. P ro p h e t ic  knowledge i s  a t  b e s t  
u n c e r t a in ;  p ro p h e ts  must speak  w ith  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  when they  t a l k  o f  God. 
Nowhere does M e lv i l le  b e t t e r  dem onstra te  t h i s  p o s i t i o n  than  in  I sh m a e lfs 
n a r r a t i v e  in  Moby-Dick.
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CHAPTER I I
THE AUTHENTIC MELVILLEAN PROPHET: MOBY-DICK
Moby—Dick i s  a  book t h a t  d ra m a tiz es  moral c o n f l i c t .  The obvious 
p h y s ic a l  c o n f l i c t  between Ahab and th e  whale ex tends  i n to  th e  m oral realm  
when Ahab's p u r s u i t  o f  Moby Dick becomes f o r  him th e  p u r s u i t  o f e v i l .
Some c r i t i c s  have argued  t h a t  A hab 's  q u es t  f o r  Moby Dick i s  h ig h ly  m ora l;  
t h e i r  sympathy l i e s  w ith  t h i s  man who seeks  Moby Dick as  th e  p r i n c i p l e ,  
n o t  th e  a g e n t ,  o f  e v i l . ^  Other c r i t i c s  see  th e  e v i l  i n  Moby-Dick drama­
t i z e d  in  g o d - l ik e  Ahab because  he d e s t r o y s  h im s e l f  and h i s  crew in  h i s
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se lf -m ad e  war a g a in s t  e s s e n t i a l l y  i n d i f f e r e n t  n a tu r e .  The f i n a l  ju d g ­
ment about th e  m oral c o n f l i c t  between Ahab and th e  whale i s  c o n s ta n t ly  
r e a s s e s s e d  by c r i t i c s .
There i s  a  p rim ary  commentator on th e  themes o f  moral good and 
e v i l  in  Moby-Dick whom the  c r i t i c s  o f te n  f o r g e t .  As Howard V incent s a y s ,
"C o n cen tra t in g  on Ahab, as most r e a d e r s  do, we f o r g e t  th e  n a r r a t o r  o f
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the  s t o r y ,  q u ie t  I sh m ae l."  I t  i s  Ishm ael*s f i r s t - h a n d  o b s e rv a t io n  o f  th e  
c o n f l i c t  between Ahab and Moby Dick th a t  r e v e a l s  th e  m oral dimension o f 
t h i s  c o n f l i c t .  However, I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i o n  o f  th e  e v e n ts  su rround ing  
th e  Pequod 's  l a s t  voyage does n o t  e a s i l y  c h a r a c t e r i z e  th e  moral c o n f l i c t .  
There i s  a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  am biguity  in  I s h m a e l 's  s to r y  because  h i s  account 
i s  n o t  j u s t  an account bu t a s to r y  o f  an ex p e r ien ce  t h a t  he has l iv e d  
th rough . A ll  th e  a m b ig u i t ie s  in  I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i o n  a re  a r e s u l t  o f  
h i s  t r y i n g  to  come to  terms w ith  th e  meaning o f  th e  m oral c o n f l i c t  f o r  
h im s e l f ,  a p a r t i c i p a n t  and a w i tn e ss  to  t h i s  c o n f l i c t .  The s to r y  o f  th e
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whale and Ahab i s  th u s  I s h m a e l 's  s to r y  to o .  And th e  manner in  which 
Ishm ael t e l l s  th e  s to r y  o f  th e  Pequod1s l a s t  voyage i s  immensely im port­
an t to  th e  u l t im a te  meaning o f Moby-Dick.
The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  r e l a t i n g  what happened on th e  Pequod i s  q u i te  
s e r io u s ly  assumed by Ishm ael.  The long d ig re s s io n s  on w haling  and the  
n a tu r e  o f  w hales a re  ev idence  o f  I s h m a e l 's  commitment to  p ro v id in g  the  
f u l l e s t  p o s s ib le  r e v e l a t i o n  about w ha les .  The le g e n d - l ik e  s to r y  o f  Ahab, 
r e l a t e d  in  e p i s o d ic  f a s h io n ,  a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  I s h m a e l 's  s i n c e r i t y  in  con­
veying th e  f u l l  h i s t o r y  o f  h i s  c a p ta in .  Ishmael must f i n a l l y  be accep ted  
as a r e l i a b l e  n a r r a t o r ,  m oreover, because  he a lo n e  i s  l e f t  to  t e l l  the  
s to r y ;  h i s  account i s  a l l  t h a t  rem ains . In  s h o r t ,  what M e lv i l le  has 
c r e a te d  i n  Ishm ael i s  a p e rso n  who has f i r s t - h a n d  access  to  a l l  th e  
im p o r tan t  pe rsonages  and e v en ts  in  the  s t o r y ,  and a person  who has  a 
c e r t a i n  hon es ty  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  r e v e a l  what has happened to  him.
In  p a r t ,  Ishm ael fa sh io n s  h i s  n a r r a t i v e  from th e  th in g s  t h a t  he 
h e a r s  o th e r  c h a r a c te r s  say and do. These o th e r  c h a r a c te r s  in  Moby-Dick 
upon whom Ishm ael r e l i e s  f o r  h i s  own n a r r a t i v e  a re  p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s :  
T i s t i g  th e  In d ia n  squaw, E l i j a h ,  G a b r ie l ,  F e d a l la h ,  and F a th e r  Mapple. 
Each o f th e s e  c h a r a c te r s  u t t e r s  a  prophecy t h a t  r e l a t e s  to  A hab 's  p u r s u i t  
o f  the  w hale . Ishm ael in c lu d e s  th e s e  p ro p h e t ic  resp o n ses  w i th in  h i s  own 
unique p r o p h e t ic  re sp o n se ,  which i s  independen t from the  p ro p h ec ies  of 
th e  minor c h a r a c t e r s .  Most im p o rtan t  to  t h i s  s tu d y  o f Ishm ael as a p ro ­
p he t i s  an aw areness o f  th e  r o l e  t h a t  th e  minor c h a r a c te r s  p lay  in  a f f e c ­
t i n g  I s h m a e l 'a  n a r r a t i v e .  Thus some a t t e n t i o n  must be p a id  to  th e  n a tu re  
and a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  th e  minor c h a r a c te r s  as  p ro p h e ts .
N a th a l i a  W right has most f u l l y  d is c u s s e d  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r s  in  
Moby-Dick. She s t a t e s  t h a t  a l l  the  p r o p h e t ic  f i g u r e s :  T i s t i g ,  F a th e r ,
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Mapple, E l i j a h ,  and G ab rie l  a r e  connected  w i th  some Old Testament
5
pro p h e t  o r  p iophecy . F e d a l la h  i s  the  e x c e p t io n  here  because  he seems 
n o t  to  be connected  w ith  H ebraic  p r o p h e t ic  t r a d i t i o n .  However, one must 
look  a t  more than  a p e r s o n 's  name o r  h i s  o v e r t  a l l u s i o n  to  o th e r  
p r o p h e ts '  names b e fo re  one can make a Judgment about p ro p h e t ic  n a tu r e .  
F e d a l la h  i s  in d e ed ,  as i t  w i l l  be dem onstra ted  l a t e r  in  t h i s  s tu d y ,  very  
much in  the  Old Testament t r a d i t i o n  because  o f  th e  way t h a t  he i s  chosen 
and used to  r e v e a l  God's w i l l .  In  f a c t ,  a s id e  from the  v e r b a l  a s s o c ia ­
t i o n  t h a t  T i s t i g ,  Mapple, E l i j a h ,  and G ab rie l  have w ith  Old Testament 
p ro p h e ts  and prophecy , a l l  o f  th e s e  c h a r a c te r s  speak  and a c t  l i k e  Old 
Testam ent p ro p h e ts .  Wright c l a s s i f i e s  th e s e  p ro p h e ts  and t h e i r  prophe­
c i e s  i n t o  fo u r  ty p es  o f  p ro p h e ts  t h a t  appear in  th e  Old Testam ent. 
I n i t i a l l y ,  th e re  i s  the  s o o th sa y e r  o r  s im ple  f o r e t e l l e r  o f  e v e n ts ,  l i k e  
T i s t ig  o r  E l i j a h .  Secondly , th e r e  i s  th e  more s e n s i t i v e l y  a t tu n e d  
h e a r e r  and i n t e r p r e t e r  o f  God's word, such as  F a th e r  Mapple. T h i rd ly ,  
th e r e  i s  the  a p o c a ly p t ic  s e e r  and f o r e t e l l e r  o f  doom, such as  G a b r ie l .
And f i n a l l y ,  th e r e  i s  th e  f a l s e  p ro p h e t ,  such as  F e d a l la h .
W r ig h t 's  o b s e rv a t io n  t h a t  th e  p ro p h e ts  in  Moby-Dick b e a r  a  resem -
g
b lan ce  to  b i b l i c a l  p ro p h e ts  h e ig h te n s  what she see s  as  th e  "mood o f  f a t e "  
i n  Moby-Dick. Th is  i n s i g h t  i n t o  th e  p ro p h e t ic  n a tu r e  o f  c e r t a i n  c h a rac ­
t e r s  in  Moby-Dick r e v e a l s  a s t r u c t u r a l  p r i n c i p l e  to  W right; th e  words o f  
th e  p ro p h e ts  p r e d i c t  what i s  going to  happen in  th e  book. As she a v e r s ,  
F a th e r  M apple 's  sermon i s  "a p rophecy , o f  which the  en su in g  n a r r a t i v e  
[ t h a t  i s ,  p r a c t i c a l l y  the  whole voyage] i s  a f u l f i l l m e n t . " ^  I t  i s  
i n c o r r e c t  f o r  W right to  say  t h a t  A hab 's  p u r s u i t  o f  Moby Dick and th e  
u l t im a te  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  th e  Pequod i s  a  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  M apple 's  
p r o p h e t ic  sermon because  Mapple does n o t  p reach  to  Ahab b u t  to  Ishm ael.
19
And p ro p h e t ic  words p r im a r i ly  h o ld  th o se  who h ea r  them acco u n tab le  fo r  
heed ing  the  message. Thus I s h m a e l 's  a c t i o n s ,  more so than  A h a b 's ,  should  
be judged as a  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  M apple 's  sermon. Secondly , and more impor­
t a n t l y ,  th e  n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  fo l lo w s  Mapplefs sermon i s  n o t  an account o f  
h i s  f u l f i l l e d  prophecy b u t  I s h m a e l 's  s t o r y  o f  th e  voyage o f  th e  Pequod.
I f  th e  p r o p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r s  a re  a t  a l l  capab le  o f  in form ing  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  
o f  g iv in g  th e  n a r r a t i v e  shape and d i r e c t i o n  th ro u g h  t h e i r  p ro p h e c ie s ,  
then  one must look to  Ishm ael as  th e  f i n a l  p rophe t i n  Moby-Dick because  
i t  i s  th rough  h i s  words t h a t  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c te r s  r e v e a l  t h e i r  p ro p h e t ic  
n a tu r e  and e x p re ss  t h e i r  p r o p h e t ic  u t t e r a n c e .
Before one can judge  Ishm ael as  p ro p h e t ,  one must judge  th e  au then ­
t i c i t y  o f  th e  minor c h a r a c te r s  a s  p ro p h e ts .  Such judgment can on ly  be 
made when one u n d e rs tan d s  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  Hebrew p ro p h e ts ,  the  
t r a d i t i o n  in  which th e  minor f i g u r e s  a c t .
In th e  H ebra ic  t r a d i t i o n  anyone could  become a p rophe t p rov ided  
th a t  God chose him. T h is  s p e c i a l  cho ice  by God o f  th e  one t h a t  w i l l  be 
the  p ro p h e t  i s  of p rim ary  im p o rtan ce .  A lso ,  what i s  a s  im p o r tan t  as 
God's cho ice  i s  th e  p r o p h e t ' s  aw areness o f  h i s  chosen p la ce  in  God's 
d e s ig n .  One a u t h o r i t y  s t a t e s :  "The c e r t a i n t y  o f  b e in g  i n s p i r e d  by God,
o f  speak ing  in  His name, o f  hav ing  been s e n t  by Him to  th e  p e o p le ,  i s
g
th e  b a s i c  and c e n t r a l  f a c t  of th e  p r o p h e t ' s  c o n s c io u s n e s s .11 Once the  
p rophe t i s  aware o f  h i s  d iv in e  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  h i s  a c t i o n s  and words take  
on a  s p e c i a l  c h a r a c t e r .  He speaks  f o r  God.
The p rophe t i s  n o t  m ere ly  a  p a ss iv e  r e c e iv e r  and r e l a t e r  o f  God's 
word and w i l l .  O f te n ,  th e r e  i s  a  q u e s t io n in g ,  a s t r u g g l i n g ,  a denying 
o f  th e  message from God. I t  i s  f a i r  to  say t h a t  th e  p ro p h e t  s e e s  him-
g
s e l f  as  "an a s s o c ia te  o f  God," and a b le  to  de te rm ine  how b e s t  he can
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i n t e r p r e t  God's m essage. In  H e s c h e l 's  words: "By re sp o n se ,  p le a d in g ,
and c o u n te rsp e e ch ,  the  p ro p h e t  r e a c t s  to  th e  word he p e r c e iv e s .  The 
p r o p h e t 's  sh a re  in  th e  d ia lo g u e  can o f t e n  g ive  th e  d e c i s iv e  tu rn  to  the  
e n c o u n te r ,  evoking a new a t t i t u d e  in  th e  d iv in e  P erson  and b r in g in g  
about a  new decision ." '* '^
I t  i s  t h i s  freedom and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t h a t  the  p ro p h e t  has to  
sea rch  f o r  God's t r u e  i n t e n t i o n  in  th e  d iv in e ly  in s p i r e d  con sc io u sn ess  
th a t  produced so many d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  p ro p h e ts  in  th e  Old Testam ent.
No two a re  e x a c t ly  a l i k e ,  even i f  they a re  in s p i r e d  by God a t  th e  same 
tim e. In  f a c t ,  God once s im u l ta n e o u s ly  in s p i r e d  fo u r  hundred p ro p h e ts  
f a l s e l y  and one p rophe t t r u l y ,  making o f  cou rse  the  su b s tan ce  o f  th e  
responses  o p p o s i te  (1 Kings. 2 2 ) .  S ince  M e lv i l le  knew t h i s  in s ta n c e  
of b i b l i c a l  prophecy in  which th e  fo u r  hundred ly in g  p ro p h e ts  gave bad 
adv ice  to  King Ahab, one i s  n o t  s u r p r i s e d  to  f in d  m u l t ip l e  and d i f f e r e n t  
re sp o n ses  among M e l v i l l e ' s  p ro p h e ts  a l s o .  Who, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i s  t e l l i n g  
the  t r u t h  about th e  consequences of p u rsu in g  th e  w h ite  whale? F e d a l la h ,  
G a b r ie l ,  o r  E l i j a h ?  S t i l l ,  th e r e  i s  a n o th e r  and more b a s i c  problem in  
d i s c u s s in g  M e l v i l l e ' s  p ro p h e ts  in  Moby-Dick. Before one can dec ide  
which p r o p h e t ic  message to  b e l i e v e ,  one must e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  th e  messages 
rev e a le d  a re  t r u e  p ro p h e t ic  u t t e r a n c e  made by r e a l  p ro p h e ts .
The b a s ic  awareness o f  a  p ro p h e t ,  i t  has a l r e a d y  been s t a t e d ,  i s  h i s  
p e rc e p t io n  of d iv in e  i n s p i r a t i o n  o p e ra t in g  in  h i s  c o n sc io u sn e s s .  He has  
to  be " in  d i r e c t  communication w ith  G o d . H o w e v e r ,  n p t  a l l  o f  the  
p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r s  can c la im  t h i s  s p e c i a l  knowledge. T i s t i g ,  E l i j a h ,  
G a b r ie l ,  and F ed a l la h  a l l  l a y  c la im  to  some s p e c i a l  knowledge which could 
or could  n o t  be from God. I t  i s  t h i s  c la im  to  hav ing  s p e c i a l  knowledge 
from God, e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y  s t a t e d ,  t h a t  Ishm ael examines in
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h i s  d e a l in g s  w ith  th e se  minor p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s .  Ishmael r e a c t s  to  each 
p r o p h e t ' s  a u t h e n t i c i t y ,  t r y in g  to  d e te rm ine  how much each o f  them speaks 
f o r  God. I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i o n  I s  thus  p a r t l y  an exam ination  of th e  au then ­
t i c i t y  of the  H ebra ic  p ro p h e t ic  t r a d i t i o n  as m a n ife s ted  i n  th e  p ro p h e t ic  
c h a r a c te r s .  More than  an e x am in a tio n ,  however, Ishmael ex tends  the  
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f a u t h e n t i c i t y  i n to  profound q u e s t io n in g  o f the  v i a b i l i t y  
o f  the  p ro p h e t ic  t r a d i t i o n  as  being  capab le  o f  e x p re s s in g  God's w i l l  and 
word. I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i v e  inform s a l l  th e  p ro p h e ts '  m essages. His 
account o f  th e  Pequod' s  voyage i s  th u s  a  r e a c t io n  and re sp o n se  to  what 
he see s  as  the  p r o p h e t s ' ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  M ap p le 's ,  a t te m p ts  to  convey the  
w i l l  of God. To the  e x te n t  t h a t  Ishm ael de te rm ines  t h a t  th e  p ro p h e t ic  
messages he h e a r s  a re  no t a u t h e n t i c ,  he judges  the  p ro p h e t ic  t r a d i t i o n  
to  be a  dead one, one th rough  which God can no lo n g e r  r e v e a l  h i s  w i l l .
Ishmael m ight e a s i l y  d ism iss  as  i n a u th e n t i c  those  p ro p h e t ic  c h a rac ­
t e r s  in  Moby-Dick who make no s p e c i a l  c la im  to  having  been in s p i r e d  by 
God. S t i l l ,  a p ro p h e t  could  be known by s ig n s  as  w e l l  as  awareness o f  
h i s  p r o p h e t ic  n a tu r e .  And th e  g r e a t  t e s t  t h a t  th e  Hebrew p rophe t could  
s u c c e s s f u l ly  pass  was h i s  exam ination  o f  th e  f u tu r e .  Guillaume says  of
th e  Hebrew p ro p h e ts :  "There i s  no p ro p h e t  in  th e  Old Testam ent who was
12n o t a f o r e t e l l e r  o f  th e  f u t u r e . "  The l a b e l in g  o f  e v e n ts  as  p o r te n to u s  
and th e  denouncing o f  c e r t a i n  co n tinued  p r a c t i c e s  as  u l t im a te ly  d e s t r u c ­
t i v e  were two ways t h a t  Hebrew p ro p h e ts  f r e q u e n t ly  p r e d ic te d  what would 
happen in  the  f u t u r e .  And th e se  same d e v ic e s ,  t h a t  i s ,  p o r te n to u s  ev en ts  
and d i r e  w a rn in g s , a re  r e p e a te d ly  used in  Moby-Dick. In  f a c t , i t  i s  the  
p resence  o f  th e se  p ro p h e t ic  p o r t e n t s  t h a t  o r i g i n a l l y  le a d s  N a th a l ia  
W right to  reco g n ize  th e  c e n t r a l i t y  o f  th e  p r o p h e t ic  f ig u r e  in  the  
book.
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As p r e v io u s ly  s t a t e d ,  N a th a l i a  Wright a s s e r t s  t h a t  in  Moby-Dick
T i s t i g ,  F a th e r  Mapple, E l i j a h ,  G a b r ie l ,  and F ed a llah  a re  " a r t i c u l a t e  
13p r o p h e t s . "  C le a r ly ,  fo r  W righ t,  th e  m ajor d i s t i n c t i o n  of a p rophe t i s  
h i s  a b i l i t y  to  p r e d i c t  or f o r e t e l l  e v e n ts .  W ithin t h i s  d i s t i n c t  group 
o f p ro p h e ts  th e r e  a r e ,  m oreover, fo u r  ty p es  o r  c l a s s e s  o f  p ro p h e t ic  
r e v e l a t i o n .  On th e  s im p le s t  l e v e l  th e r e  i s  th e  f o r e t e l l e r  o r  s o o th sa y e r .  
The p r e d ic t io n s  o f  such a  p ro p h e t  a re  sim ply t r u e  o r  f a l s e  as  subsequent 
h i s t o r y  p ro v es .  Thus acco rd in g  to  t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  a p ro p h e t ,  E l i j a h  
and T i s t i g  a re  p ro p h e ts .  T i s t i g ,  th e  In d ian  squaw who " s a id  t h a t  th e  
name [A hab 's] would somehow prove p r o p h e t i c " ^  makes a p r e d i c t i o n  th a t  
i s  so g e n e ra l  and vague t h a t  a lm ost any ev en t  would confirm  i t .  But 
th e r e  i s  n o t the  s l i g h t e s t  p ie c e  o f  ev idence  to  su pport  th e  c o n te n t io n  
t h a t  T i s t i g  i s  a  d iv in e ly  i n s p i r e d  p ro p h e t .  In f a c t ,  C ap ta in  P e le g ,  who 
r e p o r t s  T i s t i g ' s  prophecy to  Ishm ael,  says  t h a t  i t  i s  a l i e ,  and he 
s t a t e s  t h a t  she i s  a fo o l .  C le a r ly ,  a t  l e a s t  one pe rson  does n o t  b e l ie v e  
th e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  of the  In d ian  squaw 's  p ro p h e t ic  s t a t u r e  o r  m essage.
E l i j a h ,  however, i s  a n o th e r  m a t t e r .  He appea rs  and d i r e c t l y  con­
f r o n t s  Ishmael w ith  h i s  knowledge. But what th e  impact o f  E l i j a h ' s  
knowledge i s  Ishmael cannot s ay .  E l i j a h ,  Ishm ael s t a t e s ,  speaks "an 
ambiguous h a l f - h i n t i n g ,  h a l f - r e v e a l i n g ,  shrouded s o r t  of t a l k "  (p . 93). 
E l i j a h  im p lie s  t h a t  th o se  who s ig n  up fo r  th e  voyage on th e  Pequod a re  
s ig n in g  away t h e i r  s o u l s .  But then  he s a y s ;  "W ell, w e l l ,  w h a t 's  s ig n ed  
i s  s ig n ed ;  and w h a t 's  to  b e ,  w i l l  b e ;  and then  ag a in  perhaps  i t  w o n ' t ,  
a f t e r  a l l "  (p . 9 3 ) .  Ishmael a t t r i b u t e s  E l i j a h ' s  r e lu c ta n c e  to  s t a t e  
e x p l i c i t l y  what he knows o r  b e l i e v e s  to  be th e  t r u t h  about Ahab and th e  
voyage to  the  f a c t  t h a t  E l i j a h  I s  a " l i t t l e  damaged in  the  head" (p . 9 2 ) .  
The m y s te r io u s  manner i n  which E l i j a h  r e l a t e s  h i s  p r e d i c t i o n ,  coupled
23
w ith  h i s  shabby d re s s  and p h y s ic a l  d e fo rm ity ,  c r e a te  doubts  in  I sh m ae l’ s 
mind about th e  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  t h i s  p ro p h e t .  C e r t a in ly  E l i j a h ’s name 
su g g e s ts  t h a t  t h i s  p rophe t can speak th e  t r u t h  about th e  Pequod' s  cap­
t a i n ,  j u s t  as  E l i j a h  in  th e  Old Testam ent f o r e t o l d  th e  t r u t h  about King 
Ahab. Ishmael knows the  s to r y  o f  King Ahab w e l l ,  and the  s ig n i f i c a n c e  
o f  E l i j a h ' s  name i s  no t l o s t  on him. F u r therm ore , the  ambiguous manner 
in  which E l i j a h  r e l a t e s  h i s  p r e d i c t i o n s  i s  s im i l a r  to  the  method used 
by some o f  the  Hebrew p ro p h e ts .  E l i j a h  does n o t  say t h a t  th e  Pequod’ s
d e s t r u c t i o n  a b s o lu t e ly  w i l l  come to  p a s s .  As Robinson s a y s ;  "P ro p h e t ic
15p r e d ic t io n  i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  c o n d i t i o n a l . "  Thus E l i j a h  has some c h a ra c ­
t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  p ro p h e ts  o f  o ld ;  he i s  n o t  m ere ly  a f o r e t e l l e r  o r  
p r e d i c t i o n  maker.
But how much more o f  a  r e a l  p ro p h e t  E l i j a h  i s ,  Ishmael cannot d i s ­
cover .  No i n d i c a t io n  i s  g iven  by E l i j a h  t h a t  he p o s se sse s  d iv in e  know­
le d g e ,  on ly  su re  knowledge. The sou rce  o f  h i s  knowledge rem ains u n d is ­
c lo se d .  I t  i s  on ly  E l i j a h  who knows t h a t  th e  shadowy f ig u r e s  who race  
p a s t  Ishm ael and Queequeg on C hris tm as morning a re  F e d a l la h  and h i s  crew. 
But he w o n 't  say how he knows, o r  even warn Ishm ael t h a t  t h i s  even t I s  a 
d i r e f u l  p o r t e n t .  I n s te a d  E l i j a h  r e p l i e s ;  "OhJ I  was going to  warn ye 
a g a in s t - b u t  never mind, n e v e r  m i n d - i t ' s  a l l  one , a l l  i n  th e  fam ily  too"  
(p. 9 8 ) .  E l i j a h ' s  fam ily  might be the  fam ily  o f  p ro p h e ts ,  and to  t h i s  
e x te n t  what he knows but r e f u s e s  to  t e l l  would be a  fam ily  s e c r e t ,  which 
God warned him n o t  to  r e v e a l .  However, th e  t r u t h  o f  t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  
p u re ly  s p e c u la t iv e ,  and Ishm ael wonders a p p re h en s iv e ly  about E l i j a h ' s  
p r e d i c t i o n s  and n e a r  p r e d i c t i o n s .  In h i s  f i n a l  r e f l e c t i o n s  about 
E l i j a h ' s  p r e d i c t i o n s ,  which Ishm ael u l t im a te ly  c a l l s  " d i a b o l i c a l  In co ­
he ren ces  (p . 1 19 ) , th e  n a r r a t o r  q u e l l s  h i s  f e a r  about th e  p r e d i c t i o n s
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and d ism is se s  E l i j a h ’s words as "solemn w h im s ic a l i t i e s "  (p . 119). While 
th e  p ro p h e t ic  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  E l i j a h  i s  n o t  e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e d  to  be of 
d iv in e  o r i g i n ,  th e  manner o f  h i s  prophecy i s  s im i l a r  to  th o se  p ro p h e ts  
who r e a l l y  spoke fo r  God.
In a d d i t io n  to  th e  s o o th sa y e rs  T i s t i g  and E l i j a h ,  th e r e  i s  a l s o  an 
a p o c a ly p t ic  s e e r  in  Moby-Dick. W right s t a t e s  t h a t  an a p o c a ly p t ic  f o r e ­
t e l l e r ,  such as  G a b r ie l  th e  Neskyeuna Shaker p ro p h e t ,  i s  a  person  whose 
p r e d ic t i o n s  cannot be v in d ic a te d  by h i s t o r y . ^  I t  i s  q u i t e  t r u e  t h a t  
G a b r i e l ' s  p r e d i c t i o n  o f  th e  g e n e ra l  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  th e  Jeroboam ' s  crew 
cannot be v e r i f i e d  as  d iv in e ly  i n s p i r e d .  And even i f  th e  crew were 
d iv in e ly  d e s ig n a te d  f o r  a n n i h i l a t i o n ,  who would be l e f t  to  r e v e a l  th e  
ag en t  o f  th e  a c t io n ?  A p o ca ly p tic  d e s t r u c t i o n  means t o t a l  a n n i h i l a t i o n ;  
n o t  even G ab r ie l  could have su rv iv e d  t h a t .  The a p o c a ly p t ic  f o r e t e l l e r ,  
th e  doomsday p ro p h e t ,  speaks  o f th in g s  i n e v i t a b l e  and i r r e v o c a b l e ,  p a s t  
any a m e l io ra t io n  o f  d iv in e  w i l l .  The p ro p h e t ,  however, speaks o f  th in g s  
t h a t  w i l l  come about i f  man does n o t  heed th e  word o f God. N a th a l ia  
Wright i s  c o r r e c t  in  c a l l i n g  G a b r ie l  an a p o c a ly p t ic  s e e r  because  h i s  
p r e d i c t i o n s  a r e  c a s t  as  i n e v i t a b l e  and c a ta c ly sm ic .  When C apta in  Mayhew 
of the  Jeroboam th r e a t e n s  to  pu t G a b r ie l  o f f  o f  the  s h ip ,  G ab r ie l  c o u n te rs  
w ith  th e  d i r e f u l  warning t h a t  he w i l l  open h i s  " s e a l s  and v i a l s "
(p . 313), which w i l l  u n le a sh  com plete  d e s t r u c t i o n  on th e  crew.
Because o f  h i s  a p o c a ly p t i c a l ly  p r o p h e t ic  manner o f  p r e d i c t i n g  
d e s t r u c t i o n  f o r  th e  crew and th e  s h ip ,  G ab r ie l  c r e a te s  what Ishmael 
c a l l s  an "atm osphere o f  s a c re d n ess"  (p . 313) around h im s e l f  on the  
Jeroboam. But t h i s  atmosphere i s  one c r e a te d  out o f  the  c re w 's  f e a r  o f  
G a b r ie l ,  n o t  r e s p e c t  fo r  him as  a  spokesman o f  God. In f a c t ,  Ishmael 
b e l ie v e s  t h a t  G a b r ie l  i s  a f rau d  who comes from a "crazy  s o c ie ty "
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(p. 312) o f  S hakers ,  who, f a r  from h e a r in g  th e  word o f  God, deceive  
them selves about th e  d iv in e  p resen ce  w i th  d ru g s .  And G a b r i e l ' s  apoca- 
l y p t i c  fo reb o d in g s  a re  no t d iv in e ly  o rd a in e d  b u t  th e  "m easu re less  s e l f -  
d ecep tio n  of th e  f a n a t i c  h im s e l f "  (p . 313).
I t  i s  n o t  q u i te  so e a s y ,  however, to  e x p la in  th e  appearance of 
G ab rie l  on th e  a p t ly  named Jeroboam. The Pequod comes in  c o n ta c t  w ith  
C aptain  Mayhew's v e s s e l  im m ediate ly  a f t e r  A hab 's  ad d ress  to  the  w h a le 's  
head in  the  c h a p te r  e n e t i t l e d  "The Sphynx," i n  which he a sks  th e  w hale: 
"Speak, thou v a s t  v en e rab le  h e a d , . . . a n d  t e l l  us the  s e c r e t  th in g  t h a t  
i s  in  th e e "  (p . 309). The head o f  cou rse  does n o t answ er, bu t A hab's  
q u e s t io n in g  o f  the  w h a le 's  head r e v e a ls  h i s  b e l i e f  in  th e  a b so lu te  
t r u t h  and knowledge which r e s i d e s  in  t h a t  head , and by e x te n s io n  in  th e  
w hale .
A hab 's  a d d re ss  to  th e  w h a le ’ s head i s  i n t e r r u p t e d  by th e  approach 
of th e  Jeroboam s a i l i n g  down on th e  Pequod and b r in g in g  a  f r e s h  b reeze  
w ith  h e r .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  Ahab re g a rd s  t h i s  b reeze  in  a r e l i g i o u s  con­
t e x t :  "Would now S t .  Pau l would come along  t h a t  way, and to  my b re e z e -
l e s s n e s s  b r in g  h i s  b re e ze "  (p . 310). There i s  m u l t ip le  meaning f o r  Ahab 
h e re .  He i s  a sk in g  fo r  a f r e s h  b re e ze  to  blow h i s  sh ip  onward in  the  
hunt f o r  Moby Dick. And Ahab i s  a sk in g  f o r  some k in d  o f  e x t e r n a l  power 
to  come and move him ou t o f  h i s  r e v e r i e  on th e  w h a le 's  head. The 
e x t e r n a l  power i s  the  w ind, b u t  in  t h i s  second , r e l i g i o u s  c o n te x t ,  i t  
i s  a l s o  a d iv in e  wind o r  b re e ze  t h a t  i s  a s s o c ia te d  w i th  God's power.
The re f e re n c e  to  S t .  P au l  i s  a r e f e re n c e  to  th e  occas io n  when the  
a p o s t l e  p ro p h es ied  s a f e ty  f o r  h i s  sh ip  caught in  wind and storm 
(Acts 27). P a u l ' s  v i s io n  of God in  a dream prov ided  him w ith  the  words 
to  calm the  crew. Ahab a s s o c i a t e s  th e  b r e a th  of God th a t  gave Pau l th e
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power to  form h i s  own words w ith  th e  d iv in e  b reeze  blowing th e  Jeroboam 
toward the  Pequod. I t  i s  t h i s  d iv in e  wind t h a t  Ahab hopes w i l l  come and 
g ive  him power to  escape from th e  b o t to m le s s ,  a i r l e s s  s e c r e t s  t h a t  the  
whale p o s s e s s e s .  Most im p o r ta n t ly ,  however, t h i s  wind t h a t  Ahab seeks 
i s  b e a r in g  down on the  Pequod w ith  th e  Jeroboam.
The Jeroboam h a s ,  th e n ,  some s i g n i f i c a n t  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  th e  d e i t y  
a t  l e a s t  f o r  Ahab. The name o f  t h i s  v e s s e l  would have added s ig n i f i c a n c e  
f o r  Ahab because  King Jeroboam, in  th e  Old T es tam en t,  was a p re d e ce sso r  
o f  King Ahab. F u r therm ore , i t  was upon Jeroboam 's  wicked s u c c e s s o r ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  King Ahab, t h a t  God i n f l i c t e d  punishm ent (1 K in g s .1 6 .2 6 -3 4 ) .
The appearance  of the  Jeroboam b r in g s  to  an Ahab, a l r e a d y  p re d isp o sed  to  
th e  p re sen ce  o f  d iv in e  power in  the  wind, a d eep e r  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  d iv in e  
w ra th .
Ahab i s  n o t  th e  on ly  p e rso n  s e n s i t i v e  to  a d iv in e  p re se n c e .  Aboard 
the  Jeroboam , Ishm ael s a y s ,  th e  crew was i n  awe o f  G a b r i e l ' s  s a c re d n e s s ;  
G a b r ie l  pronounces t h a t  Moby Dick i s  "no l e s s  a be ing  than  th e  Shaker God 
in c a r n a te d "  (p. 314). And when Macey, th e  c h ie f  mate o f  th e  Jeroboam, 
low ers  h i s  whale b oa t to  hun t Moby D ick , G a b r ie l  h u r l s  f o r th  "p ro p h ec ie s  
o f  speedy doom to  th e  s a c r i l e g i o u s  a s s a i l a n t s  o f  h i s  d i v i n i t y "  (p . 315). 
Somehow the  knowledge t h a t  th e  whale i s  God in c a r n a t e  i s  communicated 
to  G a b r ie l .  And he p ro p h e s ie s  a c c o rd in g ly :  d ea th  w i l l  come to  those  who
hunt h i s  God. And d ea th  s u r e ly  a w a its  Macey in  h i s  w ha le-boa t as  Moby 
Dick b reach es  and to s s e s  Macey i n to  th e  s e a .  G a b r ie l ,  once he re v e a ls  
t h a t  the  d i v i n i t y  i s  p re s e n t  in  th e  form o f  th e  w h a le ,  can make a  s p e c i f i c  
and a c c u ra te  p r e d i c t io n .  What Wright says  abou t G a b r i e l ' s  r o l e  in  p r e ­
d i c t i n g  Macey's d e a th ,  namely t h a t  G a b r ie l  on ly  n a r r a t e s  an e v en t  t h a t  
can be v e r i f i e d ,  i s  no t q u i t e  a c c u r a t e . ^  The d iv in e  p re sen ce  a l re a d y
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a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  Jeroboam, G a b r i e l ' s  own a s su re d n ess  in  h i s  a b i l i t y  
to  know n o t  on ly  God's word b u t  h i s  form, and, f i n a l l y ,  th e  accu racy  o f 
G a b r i e l ' s  p r o p h e t ic  message about Macey's f a t e ,  s t r o n g ly  su p p o rt  G a b r i e l ' s  
p ro p h e t ic  message about Macey's f a t e ,  s t r o n g ly  su p p o rt  G a b r i e l ' s  r e a l  
p ro p h e t ic  s t a t u r e .
Yet the  u n den iab le  tone o f  th e  c h ap te r  e n t i t l e d  "The Jeroboam 's  
S to ry"  i s  one th a t  c a s t s  doubt on G a b r ie l ’ s s a n i t y  and s i n c e r i t y .  Ishm ael 
c l e a r l y  th in k s  t h a t  G ab r ie l  i s  d a f t .  There i s  ev idence  g iven t h a t  G ab r ie l  
has p a r la y e d  h i s  s p e c i a l l y  reg a rd ed  p la c e  among th e  crew members in to  an 
excuse fo r  no t doing any work on b o a rd .  Worse than  t h i s  abuse o f  h i s  
p ro p h e t ic  p r i v i l e g e ,  G ab r ie l  "ca red  l i t t l e  o r  n o th in g  f o r  th e  c a p ta in  and 
m ates"  (p . 313). Not c a r in g  f o r  th o se  to  whom God has s e n t  him i s  a  most 
g r iev o u s  o f fe n se  f o r  a  p ro p h e t .  F i n a l l y ,  Ishm ael s t a t e s  t h a t  G ab r ie l  
made h i s  p r e d i c t io n  about Macey's d e a th ,  n o t  as a d ec ree  from God, bu t 
from " g r e e d i ly  suck ing  in  t h i s  i n t e l l i g e n c e "  (p . 314) about th e  known 
m a l ic io u sn e s s  o f  Moby Dick. In o th e r  words, G a b r ie l  s im ply  made a c a l ­
c u la t io n  t h a t  th e  whale would k i l l  Macey because  Moby Dick had been 
known to  a t t a c k  w haleboats  b e fo re .  Ishm ael th in k s  t h a t  G a b r i e l ' s  p re ­
d i c t i o n  has  l i t t l e  im p o r tan ce ,  t h a t  "anyone m ight have done [ i t ] "  (p .  315).
The f i n a l  a t t i t u d e  toward G a b r ie l  i s  th u s  an ambiguous one . Ishm ael 
re c o u n ts  c e r t a i n  f a c t s  about G a b r i e l ' s  p ro p h e t ic  a u t h e n t i c i t y  t h a t  would 
le a d  one, e s p e c i a l l y  Ahab, to  b e l ie v e  th a t  G ab r ie l  i s  a r e a l  p ro p h e t .  
C onverse ly , Ishmael h im s e lf  does n o t  seem to  b e l i e v e  t h a t  G a b r ie l  speaks 
f o r  God. He th in k s  t h a t  G ab r ie l  i s  d a f t  y e t  cunn ing ly  s e l f - s e r v i n g  in  
h i s  m a n ip u la t io n  of th e  crew. These a re  n o t  adm irab le  q u a l i t i e s  f o r  a 
p ro p h e t .  While bo th  Ishmael and Ahab h ea r  G a b r ie l ,  i t  i s  on ly  Ahab who 
appears  to  be a f f e c t e d  by the  p ro p h e t .  And the  e x te n t  to  which Ahab i s
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a f f e c t e d  by G a b r ie l ’ s words i s  n o t  a t  a l l  c l e a r  cu t o r  perm anent. His 
on ly  r e a c t i o n  to  G a b r i e l 's  c a l l i n g  him a b lasphem er i s  to  tu rn  a s id e  
" s t o l i d l y "  (p. 316). And o f  course  Ahab does n o t  g ive  up h i s  p u r s u i t  o f  
Moby Dick as a r e s u l t  o f  h i s  c o n ta c t  w ith  G a b r ie l .  I t  i s  thus  d i f f i c u l t  
to  de term ine  G a b r ie l ’ s a u t h e n t i c i t y  because he h im s e lf  does n o t  c l e a r l y  
s t a t e  where h i s  sou rce  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n  i s .  Furtherm ore , the  s ig n s  th a t  
G a b r ie l  uses  to  p rove t h a t  he i s  a p ro p h e t  a r e  n o t  w e ll  heeded by Ahab, 
no r  a re  th e  s ig n s ,  and t h e i r  p ro p h e t ic  so u rc e ,  much b e l ie v e d  by Ishm ael.
G a b r ie l ’ s aud ience  in c lu d e s  th e  crews o f th e  Jeroboam and Pequod. 
Q uite  o b v io u s ly  th o se  aboard th e  Jeroboam b e l i e v e  him and th o se  aboard 
the  Pequod, I f  A hab 's  and I s h m a e l 's  r e a c t io n  to  G ab rie l  a re  r e p r e s e n ta ­
t i v e ,  do n o t  so r e a d i l y  b e l i e v e  G ab r ie l .  C e r ta in ly  th e  Pequod' s  crew has 
r e s e r v a t io n s  about G ab rie l  and h i s  d i r e  w arn ings . I t  i s ,  however, in  
the  Pequod' s  c o n ta c t  w ith  the  Jeroboam t h a t  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 
th e  p r o p h e t ' s  a u t h e n t i c i t y  and h i s  audience  i s  b e s t  d is c u s s e d .  The 
narrow  aud ience  fo r  whom th e  p rophe t h a s  meaning a f f e c t s  th e  c e r t a i n t y ,  
of th e  p ro p h e t  and o f h i s  a u d ie n c e ,  t h a t  th e  p ro p h e t  speaks f o r  God. 
Ishm ael i s  n o t  a p a r t  o f  th e  Jeroboam’ s crew, a l th o u g h  he does reco rd  
the  f a c t  t h a t  they  b e l ie v e  In  G ab rie l  as a p ro p h e t .  Ishmael does n o t  
a l lo w  th e  Jeroboam crew ’s b e l i e f  to  a f f e c t  h i s  own response  to  G a b r ie l .
I t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  Ishm ael has v e ry  j u d i c io u s ly  chosen rea so n s  f o r  
n o t  b e l i e v in g  G a b r ie l ;  he th in k s  t h a t  G ab r ie l  i s  h a l f  c razy  and s e l f -  
i n t e r e s t e d .  But beyond th e s e  immediate rea so n s  th e r e  i s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  
t h a t  Ishmael cannot b e l i e v e  what th e  p ro p h e ts  say  p r e c i s e l y  because  he 
i s  n o t  a member o f th e  p r o p h e t ’s a u d ien ce .  Although he h e a r s  what E l i j a h  
says  and what bo th  G ab r ie l  and Mapple s a y ,  Ishm ael does n o t  r e a l l y  ever 
b e l i e v e  th e  messages t h a t  he h e a r s .  H is exam ination  o f T i s t i g ,  E l i j a h ,
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and G a b r ie l  le a v e s  him q u e s t io n in g  the  u l t im a te  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  p ro p h e t ic  v o ic e .  These p ro p h e ts  make him doubt t h a t  he can ev er  
know God's w i l l ,  w h ile  th e  p ro p h e ts  should  make known God's re v e a le d  
w i l l  beyond doubt. S t i l l ,  the  two c h ie f  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r s  t h a t  have 
y e t  to  be d i s c u s s e d ,  F ed a l la h  and Mapple, do much to  r e s o lv e  I sh m a e l 's  
doubts  about p ro p h e t ic  a u t h e n t i c i t y .  In  s h o r t ,  F ed a l la h  and Mapple 
dem onstra te  fo r  Ishmael th e  i n s c r u t a b i l i t y  o f  God and th e  u l t im a te  f u t i l ­
i t y  in  t r y in g  to  b e l ie v e  in  someone who c la im s to  know God's w i l l .
F e d a l la h  and Mapple convince Ishmael t h a t  p ro p h e ts  and p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s  
can no lo n g e r  know God and speak f o r  him.
In  h i s  c o n ta c t  w ith  F e d a l la h ,  Ishmael re c o g n ize s  what he th in k s  i s  
a f a l s e  p ro p h e t .  The i ro n y  o f  I s h m a e l 's  r e c o g n i t io n  l i e s  in  th e  p o s s i ­
b i l i t y  t h a t  F ed a l la h  m ight n o t  be a f a l s e  p ro p h e t ,  b u t  r e a l l y  a t r u e  
a g en t  o f  God. T h is  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  F e d a l l a h 's  r o le  as  a t r u t h  speak ing  
p rophe t o f  God i s  c l e a r l y  n o t  th e  view o f  most M e lv i l le  s c h o la r s .  Most
c r i t i c s  see  F e d a l la h  a s  th e  d e v i l ' s  a g en t .  Howard V incent l a b e l s
18F e d a l la h  as a  "m yster ious  s u r ro g a te  of th e  Powers o f  D arkness ."
W illiam  E l l e r y  Sedgwick, in  Herman M e lv i l l e ; The Tragedy o f  Mind 
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. P r e s s ,  1954), a s s e r t s  t h a t  F e d a l la h  i s  "Ahab's
e v i l  s p i r i t "  (p. 9 4 ) .  And Ronald Mason, in  The S p i r i t  Above th e  Dust 
(London: Lehman, 1951), d e c la r e s  e x p l i c i t l y  t h a t  F ed a l la h  i s  th e  " in c a r ­
n a t io n  of th e  demonic fo r c e s "  (p. 143). Ishmael h im se lf  advances th e  
argument t h a t  Ahab i s  under F e d a l l a h 's  in f lu e n c e .  Ishm ael s t a t e s ,  
perhaps  h a l f  hum orously, t h a t  on ly  "Heaven knows" (p. 229) what F e d a l l a h 's  
in f lu e n c e  i s  on Ahab. His words h e re  a r e  more than c o l l o q u i a l ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
when one i s  a l e r t  to  F e d a l l a h 's  p ro p h e t ic  n a tu r e  and d iv in e  i n s p i r a t i o n .  
N a th a l i a  Wright; su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  r o l e  t h a t  F ed a llah  p la y s  i n  Moby-Dick
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i s  analogous to  th e  r o le  p layed  by th e  fo u r  hundred p ro p h e ts  in  the  
b i b l i c a l  account o f  Ahab. Those p ro p h e ts  counse led  King Ahab to  make 
war when he should  n o t  (1 K ings. 2 2 ) .  And F ed a llah  o f course  counse ls  
Ahab to  pursue Moby Dick. S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  F e d a l la h  makes e q u iv o ca l  p re ­
d i c t i o n s  re g a rd in g  Ahab and th e  whale which le a d  Ahab to  b e l ie v e  th a t  
Moby Dick i s  f a t e d  to  d ie  by A hab's  hand. In  th e  c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d  
"The Whale W atch," F eda llah  p r e d i c t s  t h a t  Ahab w i l l  n o t  d ie  on the  
voyage u n le ss  he see s  two c o f f i n s ,  one n o t  made by human hands, and one 
made o f  American wood. Secondly , he t e l l s  Ahab t h a t  i f  he [Ahab] i s  to  
d i e ,  F ed a l la h  w i l l  p recede  Ahab in  d e a th .  T h i r d ly ,  F ed a llah  s t a t e s  th a t  
Ahab need n o t  f e a r  Moby Dick because  on ly  hemp can k i l l  Ahab. A l l  o f  
th e se  p r e d i c t io n s  come t r u e ,  b u t  t h e i r  f u l f i l l m e n t  in s u r e s  r a t h e r  than 
p re v e n ts  A hab 's  d e a th .
Ahab chooses to  b e l ie v e  t h a t  what F e d a l la h  says  i s  t r u e  and bene­
f i c i a l  to  Ahab. But why does F e d a l la h  command A hab 's  f a i t h  and t r u s t ?  
S ta te d  q u i t e  s im p ly ,  F ed a l la h  t e l l s  Ahab what he wants to  h e a r .  He
r e in f o r c e s  t h a t  p a r t  o f  A hab 's  o b se s s io n  w ith  the  whale. Ind eed , Mans-
19f i e l d  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  F e d a l la h  would n o t  e x i s t  w ith o u t  Ahab. But th e re  
seems to  be some ev idence  f o r  F e d a l l a h 's  e x i s t e n c e  a p a r t  from h i s  ro le  
as  a p sy c h o lo g ic a l  p r o j e c t i o n  of A hab 's  s e l f .
To th e  crew o f  the  Pequod, F e d a l la h  i s  a  d e v i l .  Ishm ael d e s c r ib e s  
h i s  appearance  w ith  h i s  P a rsee  b o a t  crew as  th e  emergence o f  " f iv e  dusky 
phantoms" (p . 214). In  I s h m a e l 's  m ind, F ed a l la h  i s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  
" s e c r e t  c o n f i d e n t i a l  ag en ts  on th e  w a te r  o f  th e  d e v i l "  (p . 2 15 ) . And 
th e  r e s t  o f  th e  P eq u o d 's crew f e e l s  the  same way. Stubb t e l l s  F la sk  
e x p l i c i t l y  t h a t  he th in k s  t h a t  F e d a l la h  i s  a d e v i l  (p . 323). F e d a l l a h 's  
demonic power, th e n ,  i s  seen  a s  a power s u p e r io r  to  Ahab 's  s e l f  and
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somehow a f f e c t in g  Ahab. Ishm ael b e l i e v e s  t h a t  F e d a l l a h 's  power over
Ahab c o n s t i t u t e s  an " a u th o r i ty  o v e r  him" (p . 229). As th e  f i n a l  chase
approaches , F e d a l l a h 's  power in c re a s e s  over Ahab. S y m bo lica lly , the
in c re a s e  o f  F e d a l l a h 's  power over Ahab i s  conveyed by th e  shadow imagery.
F e d a l l a h 's  shadow "seemed on ly  to  b len d  w i th ,  and len g th en  A hab 's"
(p . 327). However, n e a r e r  th e  c l im a c t i c  chase o f  Moby Dick, F e d a l l a h 's
shadow i s  no lo n g e r  the  e x te n s io n  o f  A hab 's : " In  the  P arsee  Ahab saw n
h i s  forethrow n shadow, in  Ahab th e  P a rsee  h i s  abandoned su b s tan ce"
20(p . 528). Here F ed a l la h  t r u l y  i s  th e  " d e v i l  Ahab." But F e d a l l a h 's
s e l f  i s  one th a t  i s  n o t  dependent upon Ahab fo r  l i f e  and e x i s t e n c e ;
F e d a l la h  and h i s  shadow seem " c a s t  upon th e  deck by some unseen b e in g 's
body" (p . 527). The q u e s t io n  a r i s e s  a s  to  who i s  th e  be ing  th a t
empowers F e d a l la h .  I f  he i s  no t s o l e l y  a c r e a t io n  o f  Ahab, then i s  he
th e  c r e a t io n  o f th e  d e v i l  a s  Stubb and Ishmael b e l ie v e ?
There has been much comment on th e  o r ig in  and n a tu re  of F ed a l la h .
I t  b e a r s  r e p e a t in g  t h a t  most c r i t i c s  contend t h a t  F e d a l la h  i s  demonic
in  o r i g i n .  In  f a c t ,  L u th er  M ansfie ld  i n s i s t s  t h a t  even th e  d e r iv a t io n
o f  F e d a l l a h 's  name from th e  A rabic  name, F a d a l la h ,  meaning "Bounty o f
God," must be unders tood  i r o n i c a l l y .  M ansfie ld  says  t h a t  even i f
M e lv i l le  in tended  to  use F e d a l l a h 's  name to  mean "Bounty o f  God" t h i s
in ten d ed  meaning o f h i s  name c o n s t r a s t s  sh a rp ly  w ith  h i s  r e a l  m iss ion  as
21ag en t  of th e  d e v i l .  But t h i s  c o n te n t io n  t h a t  F eda llah  i s  demonic in
o r ig i n  and purpose i s  r e f u te d  r a t h e r  co n v in c in g ly  by Dorothy G rd se lo f f .
She re v e a l s  t h a t  F e d a l la h  i s  an A rab ic  name d e r iv e d  from th e  ro o t  word,
22f e d a i , meaning one who o f f e r s  h i s  l i f e  up to  God. The Fedai were a
" s e c r e t  o rd e r  o f  I s la m ic  m y s t ic s  p ledged  to  commit murder in  th e  s e rv ic e  
23of God." Thus F e d a l l a h 's  o r i g i n ,  about which Ishm ael and th e  crew,
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and p robab ly  even Ahab, know n o th in g ,  i s  communicated th rough h i s  name 
to  be o f  d iv in e  o r i g i n .  Demonic in  ap p ea ran ce ,  and d i a b o l i c a l  in  
a c t i o n ,  F ed a llah  i s  s t i l l  th e  agen t o f  God s e n t  to  p u rp o se ly  dece ive  
Ahab. F e d l la h  i s  t h e r e f o r e  s im i l a r  to  th e  l y i n g ,  bu t r e a l ,  p ro p h e ts  
who were to ld  by God to  g iv e  fa lseh o o d s  to  King Ahab. Ishm ael has  no 
I n k l in g  o f t h i s  " r e a l "  m iss io n  o f  F e d a l la h ;  Ahab o f course  does no t 
e i t h e r .  He th in k s  t h a t  F ed a llah  i s  th e  t r u e  ag en t  of th e  s a t a n i c  and 
pagan f i r e  w o rsh ip p e rs  to  whom Ahab has committed h i s  own s e l f .  Thus 
Ahab b e l i e v e s  F e d a l la h ’ s p r e d i c t i o n s  about Moby Dick to  be t r u l y  in  h i s  
f a v o r ,  not a g a in s t .  Ahab b e l i e v e s  F e d a l la h  to  be r i g h t ,  and F ed a llah  
i s  r i g h t  b u t f o r  the  wrong re a s o n s ,  t h a t  i s ,  n o t  fo r  A hab 's  re a so n s .  
F e d a l la h  i s  God's agen t w h ile  seeming to  a c t  f o r  the  d e v i l .  And h is  
prophecy i s  t r u e  because he has d iv in e  i n s p i r a t i o n  even though t h i s  
i n s p i r a t i o n  i s  conveyed as a  demonic one.
However, no one aboard th e  Pequod can p o s s ib ly  know t h i s .  F ed a l­
l a h ' s  o r i g i n  and m iss io n  a re  m y s te r io u s  and u n read ab le .  I f  he i s  a t ru e  
p rophe t o f  God, as  G rd se lo f f  a s s e r t s ,  no one can reco g n ize  him as  such. 
The o b s c u r i ty  t h a t  su rrounds  F e d a l l a h 's  a u t h e n t i c i t y  as a  t r u e  p rophe t 
o f  God i n d i c a t e s  the  d i f f i c u l t y  one has in  d e te rm in ing  th e  t r u t h f u l n e s s  
o f  those  who speak f o r  God. I f  one see s  F e d a l la h  as  an avenging messen­
ger o f  God, i n s t e a d  o f  an eq u iv o ca l  s e e r ,  then  Ahab seems more p a t h e t i c  
than t r a g i c  when he p u ts  h i s  f a i t h  in  F e d a l l a h 's  p ro p h e c ie s .  Ahab i s  
th e  dupe because  he t r u s t s  F ed a llah  to  be demonic when even t h i s  t r u s t  
cannot be a b s o lu te .  Ahab i s  m is led  to  h i s  d ea th  by th e  p ro p h e t ic  v o ice  
t h a t  he h e a r s  i n  F e d a l la h .  C onfident t h a t  he can know th e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  
a t  l e a s t  e v i l ,  Ahab b e l i e v e s  what he h e a r s  th e  e v i l  F e d a l la h  say .  Unfor­
tu n a te ly  F e d a l l a h 's  prophecy i s  u n tru e  fo r  Ahab l a r g e l y  because
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F e d a l l a h ’s a u t h e n t i c i t y  as th e  d e v i l ' s  ag en t  i s  q u e s t io n a b le .  The 
p rophe t cannot r e v e a l  th e  t r u t h  because  he cannot r e v e a l  w ith  c e r ta in ty  
h i s  d i v i n e ,  or even demonic, a u t h e n t i c i t y .
The p rophe t can say  a lm ost a n y th in g ,  i t  seems, in  th e  name of th e  
Lord. He can be ambiguous, l i k e  E l i j a h ,  and T i s t i g ,  bo th  i n  h i s  message 
and in  h i s  con sc io u sn ess  o f  h im s e lf  a s  a p ro p h e t .  Or the  p ro p h e t  can be 
p u rp o se ly  d e c e i t f u l  and opposed to  God, b o th  in  h i s  message and in  h i s  
con sc io u sn ess  o f  h im se lf  as  God's p ro p h e t ,  j u s t  a s  F e d a l la h  appea rs  in  
h i s  e q u iv o ca l  p ro p h e c ie s  and in  h i s  demonic ap p ea ran ce .  Q uite  o b v io u s ly ,  
such am biguity  and d e ce p t io n  make i t  im p o ss ib le  f o r  those  who hear the  
p r o p h e t ' s  message to  t r u l y  b e l i e v e  in  i t  o r  in  th e  p ro p h e t .  A lso , i f  
th e re  i s  so much am biguity  in  a  t r u e  p r o p h e t ' s  a u t h e n t i c i t y  and message, 
as in  F e d a l la h ,  how then  can Ishm ael make p l a i n  h i s  message and au th en ­
t i c i t y  when he speaks  in  h i s  own v o ic e?  The resp o n se  t h a t  Ishmael 
fa s h io n s  th rough  h i s  own n a r r a t i v e  comes on ly  when he s e p a r a te s  h im se lf  
from th e  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c t e r s  t h a t  he has  been h e a r in g  a l l  th rough the  
book. In  o rd e r  f o r  Ishmael to  ach iev e  h i s  s e p a r a t io n  from the  p ro p h e t ic  
c h a r a c te r s  in  th e  book, he must d e a l  w ith  the  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  Mapple 
and th e  c r e d i b i l i t y  o f  t h i s  prophecy.
I s h m a e l 's  r e a c t i o n  to  M apple 's  prophecy r e v e a l s  h i s  d eep es t  doubts  
about th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f ig u r e  o f  th e  p ro p h e t .  For Ishm ael must u l t im a te ly  
r e j e c t  th e  t r u t h s  t h a t  Mapple d i r e c t s  him to  b e l i e v e  and obey in  h i s  
sermon. However, r e j e c t i n g  p ro p h e ts  and p ro p h e c ie s  i s  no new th in g  f o r  
Ishm ael.  The h e s i t a t i o n  t h a t  Ishm ael e x h i b i t s  in  a c c e p t in g  the  p ro p h ec ie s  
o f  E l i j a h ,  G a b r ie l ,  T i s t i g ,  and even F e d a l la h ,  I s  w e l l  founded. The 
a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  each f i g u r e  i s  q u e s t io n a b le .  F u r therm ore , th e  p r o p h e t ic  
message t h a t  each one b r in g s  i s  in  some way u n v e r i f i a b l e ,  o r  com ple te ly
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i n e f f e c t i v e .  F e d a l la h ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  p r e d i c t s  a l l  th o se  th in g s  t h a t  
w i l l  happen to Ahab b e fo re  he w i l l  d i e .  Even when Ahab see s  th e  p r e ­
d ic te d  e v e n ts  a c t u a l l y  happen, he i s  s t i l l  pow erless  to  change h i s  
f a t e .  Ishm ael can see t h a t  th e  p ro p h e ts  a re  i n a u t h e n t i c ;  t h e i r  messages 
a re  to  some e x te n t  f a l s e  and I r o n i c a l .  Thus th e  shape o r  p a t t e r n  t h a t  
th e  p ro p h ec ie s  g iv e  to  th e  n a r r a t i v e  i n  Moby-Dick forms a p a t t e r n  o f 
i r o n i c  n a r r a t i o n .  The p ro p h e ts  p r e d i c t  what should  be t ru e  o r  what 
should  be the  t r u e  cou rse  of a c t i o n ,  and th e  p r e d ic t i o n  tu rn s  out to  be 
f a l s e  o r  th e  course  of e v e n ts  does n o t  develop a s  a n t i c i p a t e d .  Speci­
f i c a l l y ,  E l i j a h  t e l l s  Ishm ael n o t  to  go on the  Pequod, b u t  he s t i l l  
g o es .  Ishmael l e a r n s  t h a t  he cannot b e l ie v e  in  any o n e 's  prophecy 
because b e l i e f  in  th e  prophecy alm ost a s s u re d ly  means t h a t  th e  p r o p h e t ' s  
message w i l l  tu rn  out to  be a f a l s e  one. When Ishm ael h e a r s  M apple 's  
sermon, and h e a r s  the  d i r e c t i v e s  t h a t  a re  p la ce d  b e fo re  him, he has  
l i t t l e  cho ice  bu t to  r e j e c t  Mapple and h i s  m essage. I s h m a e l 's  r e j e c t i o n  
o f  Mapple i s  n o t  w ith o u t  s t r u g g l e ,  because he does t r y  to  l i v e  by 
M apple 's  words.
F a th e r  Mapple, u n l ik e  E l i j a h ,  G a b r ie l ,  and F ed a llah  i s  n o t  ambig­
uous o r  deluded in  e i t h e r  h i s  aw areness o f  h im se lf  as God's p ro p h e t  or 
in  h i s  p ro p h e t ic  m essage. M apple 's  sermon i s  about th e  Old Testament 
p ro p h e t ,  Jonah , a man who Mapple says  i s  "an a n o in te d  p i l o t - p r o p h e t , o r  
speake r  o f  t r u e  t h i n g s ,  and b idden  by th e  Lord to  sound th o se  unwelcome 
t r u t h s "  (p. 47 ).  And Mapple i d e n t i f i e s  h im se lf  w ith  Jonah , c a l l i n g  him­
s e l f  a " p i l o t  of th e  l i v i n g  God" (pp. 46-47) i n s p i r e d  to  i n t e r p r e t  the  
d iv in e  te ac h in g  o f  th e  s c r i p t u r e s .  M apple 's  d i s t i n c t i o n  between Jonah 
as a  " p i lo t - p r o p h e t "  o f  God and h im s e l f  as th e  " p i l o t  o f  th e  l i v i n g  
God" i s  n o t  a c l e a r - c u t  one. Indeed N a th a l i a  W right c a l l s  Mapple a
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2 A"prophet o f  s o r t s , "  and she b e l i e v e s  t h a t  M app le 's  sermon " c o n s t i t u t e s
25in  i t s e l f  a prophecy , o f  which th e  en su in g  n a r r a t i v e  i s  a f u l f i l l m e n t . "
F a th e r  M apple 's  sermon as he h im se lf  s a y s ,  i s  " tw o -s tra n d ed "
(p . 41). He p reach es  about Jonah to  show to  h i s  co n g re g a t io n  t h a t  s in  
i s  e v i l .  I f ,  however, a s  Mapple s a y s ,  one does s i n ,  " ta k e  heed to  
re p e n t  o f  i t  l i k e  Jonah" (p . 46 ) .  Secondly , a f t e r  r e p e n ta n c e ,  Mapple 
r e l a t e s  t h a t  Jonah had to  c a r ry  out God's w i l l .  And God's w i l l  was:
"To preach the  T ru th  to  the  face  o f  F a lseh o o d !"  (p. 4 7 ) ,  t h a t  i s ,  to  
p reach  God's r e a l  in ten d ed  d e s t r u c t i o n  to  the  u n b e l ie v in g  N in e v i te s .  
J o n a h 's  example then i s  th e  example Mapple e x h o r ts  h i s  co n g re g a t io n ,  
Ishmael in c lu d e d ,  to  fo l lo w . I t  i s  to  t h i s  two s t ra n d e d  le s so n  th a t  
Wright c o n t r a s t s  the  rem ain ing  n a r r a t i v e  o f  Moby-Dick. I f  one does 
h i s  "gospe l du ty"  (p. 47) and p reaches  t r u t h  to  the  face  of fa ls e h o o d ,  
then  one can ach ieve  t h a t  " t o p - g a l l a n t  d e l i g h t "  (p . 48) which i s  p ro ­
p h e s ie d  by Mapple as  the  f i n a l  s a l v a t i o n .  Ahab, of c o u r s e ,  i s  the  
g r e a t  s in n e r  a g a in s t  M apple 's  d i r e c t i v e s  because  he n e i t h e r  re p e n ts  o f  
h i s  s i n s ,  n o r  does he do God's w i l l  in  p u rsu in g  Moby Dick.
Thus once ag a in  i t  seems t h a t  th e  d i r e c t i v e  of a p ro p h e t  b r in g s  
about th e  ex ac t  o p p o s i te  b eh av io u r  in  th e  p r o p h e t ic  w i tn e s s .  This 
s ta tem en t assumes th a t  Mapple i s  speak ing  to  Ahab. In  t r u t h ,  o f  
c o u rse ,  i t  i s  Ishm ael who h e a r s  F a th e r  M app le 's  sermon. C r i t i c s  have
tak en  the  p r e a c h e r ' s  sermon as  an e x p re s s io n  o f o r thodox  C h r i s t i a n i t y
26c o n f ro n t in g  A hab's  a n t i - C h r i s t i a n ,  r e b e l l i o u s  s e l f - w i l l .  With 
Ahab's  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n ,  M apple 's  sermon seems to  be v in d ic a t e d .  Re­
pen tance  and subm ission  to  God's w i l l  appear to  be th e  p ro p e r  ways to
ach iev e  s a l v a t i o n .  Th is  i s  M apple 's  prophecy and t h i s  i s  what happens ,
27Wright s a y s ,  "when one f u l l y  a c q u ie sce s  in  t h i s  w i l l  o f  th e  u n iv e r s e . "
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Moreover, Wright i s  q u i t e  c o r r e c t  in  rem arking  t h a t  th e  Jonah in
M apple 's  sermon resem bles  more Jerem iah  than  Jonah in  the  Old Testam ent.
The q u a l i t i e s  o f  Jerem iah  t h a t  Mapple p o s i t s  in  h i s  Jonah a re  b a s i c a l l y
the  same s t e a d f a s t l y  subm issive  q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  Jerem iah ' dem onstra ted  in
c o n s ta n t ly  p reach in g  what he b e l ie v e d  to  be God's w i l l  in  th e  face  of
g re a t  a d v e r s i t y .  In  s h o r t ,  Jerem iah  d id  n o t  g ive  up o r  g ive  h im se lf
over to  p e rs o n a l  concerns . His p reach in g  c l e a r l y  marks how p e r i l o u s
any p r o p h e t ' s  words can make l i f e .  As Wright comments on J e r e m ia h 's
te a c h in g :  "The way o f t r u t h  i s  uneasy , lo n e ly ,  and f r a u g h t  w ith
28m o r ta l  d a n g e r ."  In c o n t r a s t  to  J e re m ia h 's  p e r i l ,  A hab's  p e r i l o u s l y  
f a t a l  c r u i s e  seems f u t i l e .  He appea rs  to  be a man who throws away h i s  
l i f e  because  he does n o t  e x e r c i s e  h i s  g r e a t  p h y s ic a l  and m oral s t r e n g th  
to  uphold h i s  "g o sp e l  d u ty ."  In  s h o r t ,  he chooses to  oppose God, n o t  
uphold him.
This  argument seems convincing  i f  one views Ahab and Mapple as th e  
two p r i n c i p a l s .  But a s  seen b e fo re  w ith  re g a rd  to  G a b r i e l ' s  a u d ien c e ,  
th e  p r o p h e t 's  message i n  Moby-Dick has c h i e f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  th o se  who 
h e a r  i t .  J u s t  as  th e  crew o f the  Jeroboam was more d isp o sed  to  reco g ­
n iz e  G a b r i e l ' s  p ro p h e t ic  s t a t u r e  than  Ishm ael was, so Ishm ael i s  more 
d isp o se d ,  because  he h e a r s  Mapple, to  see th e  p re a c h e r  as  God's p ro p h e t ,  
h i s  p i l o t - p r e a c h e r .  While i t  i s  t r u e ,  as W right c la im s ,  t h a t  M apple 's  
Jonah resem bles  Jerem iah  more than th e  Old Testam ent Jonah , th e  even t 
chosen f o r  h i s  sermon i s  J o n a h 's  ex p e r ien ce  in  the  b e l l y  o f  a  w hale .
I t  i s  from J o n a h 's  a t te m p t  to  escape from h i s  m iss io n  th a t  Mapple draws 
th e  m oral le s s o n  o f re p e n tan c e .  However, Wright n o te s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  
d i f f e r e n c e  between J o n a h 's  m o t iv a t io n  fo r  h i s  escape  and M apple 's  
account o f  J o n a h 's  m o t iv a t io n ,  Mapple say s :  "Jonah , a p p a l le d  a t
the  h o s t i l i t y  he shou ld  r a i s e ,  f l e d  from h i s  m is s io n ,  and sought to
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escape  h i s  du ty  and h is  God" (p. 4 7 ) .  Wright g iv es  th e  added in form a­
t i o n :  "But in  a s s ig n in g  a m otive f o r  J o n a h 's  f l i g h t  he [Mapple]
d iv e rg e s  from i t .  In the  l a s t  c h a p te r  o f  the  Book o f Jonah th e  p rophe t 
makes a c l e a r  defence  o f  h im se lf  when he p ro f e s s e s  to  have known t h a t  
J eh o v a h 's  h e a r t  was s o f t  and to  have su sp e c ted  th a t  th e  d iv in e  decree
f o r  t h e i r  d e s t r u c t i o n  would be revoked i f  the  wicked N in e v i te s  were
29moved by h i s  p reach in g  to  r e p e n ta n c e ."  And o f  course  Jonah i s
v in d ic a te d .  When he does t h r e a t e n  th e  N in e v i te s  w ith  d e s t r u c t i o n ,  they
re p e n t  and God ren eg es  on h i s  prom ise to  d e s t ro y  them. J o n a h 's  hope
th a t  God would change h i s  mind about d e s t ro y in g  the  N in e v i te s  i s  very
much in  the  t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  Hebrew p ro p h e ts .  The r e v e l a t i o n  of
d iv in e  word should  a llow  b o th  th e  p rophe t and th e  p r o p h e t ic  w i tn e s s
th e  r i g h t  to  make a choice as  to  w hether o r  n o t  he must do e x a c t ly
what God has t o ld  him to  do. In  th e  words of M artin  Buber: "The
genuine p rophe t was no t to  p r e d i c t  b u t  to  c o n fro n t  man w ith  th e  a l t e r -
30n a t iv e s  o f  d e c i s i o n . "  This  i s  j u s t  what Jonah d id .  And thus  Mapple 
u ses  th e  s to r y  o f  Jonah as  th e  example of how a t r u e  p rophe t a c t s .  
I r o n i c a l l y ,  however, Mapple does n o t  emphasize J o n a h 's  p a i n f u l l y  human, 
b u t  im p o r ta n t ly  p ro p h e t ic  a c t i o n s ,  namely h i s  h e s i t a t i o n ,  r e s e r v a t io n  
and p e r s o n a l  repsonse  to  doing what God to ld  him to  do. B i b l i c a l  
commentators such as  Buber and H eschel admire J o n a h 's  a ttem p t to  
modify God's spoken d i r e c t i v e .  Mapple of course  f in d s  J o n a h 's  h e s i t a ­
t i o n  s i n f u l ,  and c i t e s  J o n a h 's  u l t im a te  rep en tan ce  f o r  f l e e in g  from 
God as  the  f i r s t  s t r a n d  of h i s  double  s t ra n d ed  le s s o n .
M apple 's  v a r i a t i o n  from th e  b i b l i c a l  account o f  Jonah f i n a l l y  
makes h i s  Jonah more s t e a d f a s t  and subm issive  to  God's w i l l .  M apple 's  
Jonah i s  the  p ro p e r  C h r i s t i a n  c o u n te r p a r t  to  th e  pagan Ahab. But
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Jonah and Ahab a re  sim ply n o t  opponents in  Moby-Dick. I t  i s  Ishm ael 
who h e a rs  Mapple, and i t  i s  Ishm ael who b e a r s  a  v e ry  c lo se  resem blance 
to  Jonah as  a p ro p h e t .  For Ishm ael,  l i k e  Jonah , t e s t s  the  d iv in e  d i r e c ­
t i v e  t h a t  Mapple l a y s  b e fo re  him. In  th e  course  o f  the  voyage Ishm ael 
does no t speak ou t a g a in s t  A hab 's  r e c k le s s  vengeance. This  r e s t r a i n t  
does no t a r i s e  from I s h m a e l 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  t e l l  r i g h t  from wrong:
"Not ig n o r in g  what i s  good, I  am qu ick  to  p e rc e iv e  a h o r r o r "  (p. 6 ) .  
R a th e r ,  I s h m a e l 's  h e s i t a n c y  comes from the  la c k  of c e r t a i n  knowledge 
th a t  i t  i s  God's w i l l  f o r  him to  pronounce Ahab f a l s e  b e fo re  God's 
t ru e  w i l l .  Wright s t a t e s  t h a t  th e  n a r r a t i v e  r e l a t i o n  o f  the  Pequod' s  
voyage which fo l lo w s  M apple 's  sermon i s  a f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  M apple 's  
p rophecy , t h a t  i s ,  th e  f u l f i l l m e n t  of what w i l l  happen i f  one d iso b ey s  
God's w i l l .  Y et, Ishm ael does n o t  obey M apple 's  d i r e c t i v e  and he 
s u rv iv e s .  In f a c t  I t  i s  on ly  by d isobey ing  th e  d i r e c t i v e  to  c a l l  out 
fa lseh o o d s  t h a t  Ishm ael f r e e s  h im se lf  t o  d is c o v e r  j u s t  how he should  
a c t  toward Moby Dick and Ahab. M apple 's  sermon and p r o p h e t ic  d i r e c ­
t i v e  thus  do no t de term ine  the  n a r r a t i v e  which fo l lo w s .
The e f f e c t  t h a t  M apple 's  words have on Ishmael cannot be d i s ­
m issed too  q u ic k ly  f o r  Ishm ael does a t tem p t to  pronounce t h a t  the  
Pequod, w ith  Ahab as  c a p ta in ,  i s  on a  d i a b o l i c a l  voyage: "As th e
wind howled on , and the  sea  le a p e d ,  and the  sh ip  groaned and d iv e d ,  
and y e t  s t e a d f a s t l y  sh o t  h e r  red  h u l l  f u r t h e r  and f u r t h e r  i n t o  th e  
b lack n ess  o f  th e  se a  and th e  n i g h t ,  and s c o r n f u l ly  champed th e  w hite  
bone in  h e r  mouth, and v i c io u s ly  s p a t  round h e r  on a l l  s i d e s ;  then  th e  
ru sh in g  Pequod, b u rn in g  a  c o rp se ,  and p lung ing  i n t o  t h a t  b la c k n e s s  of 
d a rk n e ss ,  seemed th e  m a te r i a l  c o u n te r p a r t  o f  h e r  monomaniac commander's 
s o u l"  (p. 421). These th o u g h ts  come to  Ishmael w h ile  he i s  a c t i n g  as
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th e  r e a l  p i l o t  o f  th e  Pequod, s t e e r i n g  h e r  th rough  th e  n ig h t  w h ile  the  
t r y  p o ts  b u rn .  U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  w h ile  he s to p s  to  judge  the  meaning o f  
th e  Pequod' s  voyage and a s s e s s  th e  crew, he lo s e s  c o n t r o l  o f  th e  s h i p ' s  
t i l l e r  and alm ost c a p s iz e s  th e  Pequod. C le a r ly ,  Ishm ael i s  n o t  a  good 
p i l o t  h e re ;  no r  i s  he a good p i l o t - p r e a c h e r  as  Mapple u rg es  him to  be . 
I s h m a e l 's  r e v e r i e  in  th e  c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d ,  "The Try W orks," i s  a p e rso n a l  
m e d i ta t io n  on ly . Never once does he communicate to  Ahab h i s  s u p p o r t ,  
d o ub t,  o r r e j e c t i o n  o f  Ahab and h i s  d e s t r u c t i v e  w i l l .  Yet Ishmael has 
a l l  of th e se  r e a c t io n s  to  Ahab.
In s te a d  of making Ahab th e  h e a r e r  o r  w i tn e s s  of h i s  r e v e r i e s  and
judgm ents , Ishmael makes th e  r e a d e r  aware o f  th e  m u l t i tu d e  o f  f e e l i n g s
t h a t  he b e a r s  toward th e  c a p ta in ,  th e  w hale , and th e  voyage i t s e l f .  T h is ,
i f  a n y th in g ,  seems to  be I s h m a e l 's  g o sp e l  d u ty .  Mapple, toward th e  end
o f  h i s  sermon, says  t h a t  th e  p i l o t - p r e a c h e r  must " s ta n d  f o r th  h i s  own
in e x o ra b le  s e l f "  (p. 48) a g a in s t  th e  "proud gods and commodores" (p . 48)
of th e  w orld . Ish m ae l,  in  h i s  own way, f u l f i l l s  t h i s  d i r e c t i v e  because
he remains a p a r t  from A hab 's  p a r ty  and from M apple 's  p a r ty  in  o rd e r  to  do
h i s  g ospe l d u ty ,  to  t e l l  th e  news about th e  e v en ts  o f  th e  Pequod' s  l a s t
voyage. One c r i t i c  has e x p re ssed  I s h m a e l 's  du ty  w e l l :  " I s h m a e l 's  ta s k
a t  hand i s  to  o bserve  and to  n a r r a t e  th e  t e r r i b l e  s t o r y  o f C aptain  Ahab,
th e  t r u e  t e l l i n g  o f which imposes c e r t a i n  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . . . .P a s s io n ,
m elancholy , cyn ic ism , even an u n th in k in g  easy  accep tan ce -an y  of th e se
human a t t i t u d e s ,  pe rhaps  m a lice  above a l l ,  m ight tu r n  Ishm ael a s id e  from
31h i s  duty to  t e l l  th e  t r u t h . "
Tru th  t e l l i n g  fo r  Ishm ael,  a s  f o r  M e lv i l l e ,  i s  something much more 
complex than  sim ply  c a l l i n g  o u t  what he s e e s  a s  f a l s e  in  the  face  o f  what 
he see s  as  t r u e .  A l l  o f  th e  p ro p h e ts  t h a t  Ishmael knows make some c la im
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on the  t r u t h .  And Ishm ael knows from h i s  d e a l in g s  w ith  th e se  p ro p h e ts  
t h a t  God's w i l l  cannot e a s i l y  be known. A ll  t h a t  Ishm ael can s p e c u la te  
about God's w i l l  i s  t h a t  i t  somehow acco u n ts  f o r  h i s  be ing  on th e  Pequodi 
"And, D o u b tle ss ,  my going on t h i s  w haling  voyage, formed p a r t  o f  th e  grand 
programme o f  P rov idence  t h a t  was drawn up a long  tim e ago" (p . 5 ) .  Much 
commentary has  been o f f e r e d  about th e  r o le  o f  f a t e  in  Moby-Dick. Begin­
n in g  w ith  the  b i b l i c a l  meaning o f  I s h m a e l 's  name, one who must i n e v i t a b ly  
be s e t  a p a r t  and a g a in s t  a l l  o th e r  men, c r i t i c s  have argued t h a t  a l l  th e
ev en ts  in v o lv in g  Ahab and Moby Dick a re  p a r t  o f  God's w i l l ,  o r  some f a te d  
32p la n .  The e x te n t  to  which f a t e  has  o rd e re d  e v e n ts  on the  voyage i s
examined by Ishm ael in  h i s  d e a l in g s  w i th  th e  p r o p h e t ic  f i g u r e s .  Ishm ael
t r i e s  to  d i s c e r n  th rough  them j u s t  how much God does speak to  man through
a p ro p h e t .  I t  i s  c l e a r  from I s h m a e l 's  e x p e r ien c e  a t  th e  t i l l e r  t h a t  God
does n o t  answer him th rough  Mapple. The p i l o t - p r e a c h e r  does n o t  p rov ide
Ishm ael w ith  a way o f d is c o v e r in g  God's w i l l .  Th is  e x p e r ien c e  a t  the
t i l l e r  and th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e  whole voyage can r e v e a l  n o th in g  more
s p e c i f i c  and d i r e c t  th an  t h a t  f a t e  somehow de te rm in es  th e se  e v e n ts .
Thus I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i o n  o f  th e  Pequod' s  l a s t  voyage g iv e s ,  in  i t s  f i n a l
33a c c o u n t ,  a w i tn e s s  to  th e  " in e x o ra b le  n a tu re  o f  God's d e c r e e s ,"  
however one w ishes  to  view th o se  d e c re e s .
For Ishm ael h i s  g o sp e l  du ty  cannot be th e  du ty  o f  a s im ple  f o r e ­
t e l l e r  of e v e n t s ,  o r  a p r e d i c t e r  of doom, o r  even o f  a p i l o t - p r e a c h e r ,  
t h a t  i s ,  a m oral judge  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  God and o f  h i s  s i n f u l  s e r v a n t s ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  Ahab. Ishm ael comes to  view h im se lf  as  a p rophe t w ith  q u i t e  
d i f f e r e n t  t a s k s  from any o f  th o se  p r e v io u s ly  m entioned p ro p h e ts .
I s h m a e l 's  t a s k  as  a  p ro p h e t  canno t be th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  t a s k  of Mapple and 
E l i j a h  because  Ishm ael knows t h a t  he cannot h av e ,  n o r  c laim  to  h av e ,  any
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s p e c i a l  knowledge of God's w i l l .  However, th e r e  a re  fo rc e s  and powers 
in  n a tu re  and in  th e  peop le  on th e  Pequod t h a t  can have on ly  s u p e r n a tu r a l  
s ig n i f i c a n c e  f o r  Ishm ael. Of cou rse  t h i s  a l l e g o r i c a l  s ig n i f i c a n c e  of 
n a tu re  and n a t u r a l  e v en ts  i s  c e n t r a l  to  th e  meaning of Moby-Dick. 
F u r therm ore , i t  i s  I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i o n  o f  th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l  and symbolic 
meaning in  n a tu re  and n a t u r a l  ev en ts  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  h i s  p r o p h e t ic  
re sp o n se  to  n a t u r e ,  to  what which in  n a tu re  ap p ea rs  to  be s u p e r n a tu r a l  
o r  d iv in e ly  o rd e re d .  The concep t o f  th e  p rophe t of n a tu r e  i s  b e s t  ex­
p re s se d  by C a r ly le  in  h i s  remarks on Shakespeare  a s  a p ro p h e t :  
" [S hakespeare ]  too  was a  P r o p h e t . . . .N a tu re  seemed to  t h i s  man a l s o  
d iv in e ;  u n sp eak ab le ,  deep as Tophet, h ig h  a s  H eaven .. . . [Shakespeare] 
was consc ious  o f  no Heavenly m e ss a g e . . . .He d id  n o t  f e e l . . .  t h a t  he s p e c i ­
a l l y  was th e  'P ro p h e t  o f  God1: and was he n o t  g r e a t e r  than  Mahomet in
3At h a t ? " .  Ishm ael the  p ro p h e t  h a s  the  same q u a l i t i e s  as  Shakespeare  the  
p ro p h e t .  Most im p o r ta n t ly ,  Ishmael i s  n o t  consc ious  o f  a heaven ly  mess­
age e s p e c i a l l y  d i r e c t e d  to  him. Unlike S h akespeare , however, Ishm ael 
has  no cho ice  about h i s  r o l e  a s  a  p rophe t o f  n a tu r e .  I n t e r p r e t i n g  what 
n a tu r e  means to  him i s  a l l  t h a t  i s  l e f t  to  Ishm ael.  The t r a d i t i o n a l  
p ro p h e t ic  f ig u r e s  in  th e  book dem onstra te  t h a t  th e re  can no lo n g e r  be 
any s p e c i a l ,  t h a t  i s ,  d i r e c t l y  p e rc e iv e d  and u n d e rs to o d ,  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
between God and th e  p ro p h e t  who wants to  h e a r  God. In s te a d  the  p rophe t 
must range over a l l  o f n a tu re  and a l l  o f  th e  many re sp o n ses  to  n a tu r e  
and n a t u r a l  fo rc e s  in  o rd e r  to  g a in  some id e a  o f  d iv in e  p resen ce  in  
n a tu r e .
S t i l l  the  n o t io n  o f  Ishm ael as a p ro p h e t  l i k e  Mapple, G a b r ie l ,  
E l i j a h ,  and T i s t i g  i s  n ev er  v e ry  f a r  from I s h m a e l 's  mind: " I  d e c la re  
upon my s o u l ,  I  had no more id e a  o f  be ing  f a c e t io u s  than Moses" (p . 204).
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And in  t e l l i n g  h i s  s to r y  Ishmael d o e s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  use  th e  v o ic e s  o f  those  
d i f f e r e n t  p ro p h e ts .  But th e re  a re  p la c e s  in  Moby-Dick, p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  
th e  ce to logy  c h a p te r s ,  and in  those  m e d i ta t iv e  c h a p te r s  l i k e  "The White­
ness  o f  th e  W hale," where Ishm ael speaks in  h i s  own p ro p h e t ic  v o ic e .  In 
d is c u s s in g  I s h m a e l 's  r e a l  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c t e r ,  t h a t  i s ,  h i s  aw areness of 
s u p e r n a tu r a l  f o r c e s  in  n a tu r e ,  i t  i s  most b e n e f i c i a l  to  examine Ishm ael"s  
comprehensive response  to  the  n a tu re  o f  th e  ev en ts  t h a t  he e x p e r ie n c e s .  
Because Ishm ael,  l i k e  Jo n ah , f in d s  God in  n a tu r e  by t e s t i n g  and q u e s t io n ­
in g ,  one who wants to  d is c o v e r  I s h m a e l 's  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r  must examine 
those  p la c e s  where Ishm ael does h i s  t e s t i n g  and q u e s t io n in g .  And he i s  
most e x p an s iv e ly  s p e c u la t iv e  in  th e  c e to lo g y  c h a p te r s ,  and in  c e r t a i n  of 
th e  more m e d i ta t iv e  p la c e s  in  h i s  n a r r a t i v e .
To c e r t a i n  c r i t i c s ,  Ishmael seems an y th in g  b u t  a  pe rson  who s i n ­
c e r e ly  seek s  c o n ta c t  w ith  a C h r i s t i a n  God o r  God's w i l l  i n  n a tu r e .  At 
t im e s ,  Ishm ael h im s e l f  p la y s  hum orously , even i r r e v e r e n t l y ,  w ith  o rthodox 
C h r i s t i a n  te a c h in g .  While he i s  w a i t in g  in  the  whalem an's chape l he 
h a l f  co n sen ts  to  th e  u n c h r i s t i a n  n o t io n  t h a t  th e r e  i s  no r e s u r r e c t i o n  
a f t e r  d e a th :  "What dead ly  v o id s  and unbidden i n f i d e l i t i e s  in  th e  l i n e s
[on the  ceno taphs]  t h a t  seem to  gnaw upon a l l  F a i t h ,  and r e f u s e  r e s u r ­
r e c t io n s  to  the  b e in g s  who have p l a c e l e s s l y  p e r is h e d  w ith o u t  a  g rave"
(p . 35 ).  But then  he tu r n s  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  to  F a th e r  M apple 's  p u l p i t ,  and 
he becomes f u l l  o f  C h r i s t i a n  r ig h te o u s n e s s  and en thusiasm  f o r  th e  d iv in e  
power: "From thence  [ th e  p u lp i t ]  i t  i s  the  storm  o f  God's qu ick  w ra th  i s
f i r s t  d e s c r i e d ,  and th e  bow must b e a r  th e  e a r l i e s t  b ru n t .  From thence  i t  
i s  the  God o f  b re e z e s  f a i r  o r  fo u l  i s  f i r s t  invoked f o r  f a v o ra b le  w inds" 
(p . 39). I t  seems th a t  Ishm ael has a  keen aw areness o f  each p o s s i b i l i t y ,  
t h a t  i a ,  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  th e r e  i s  no l i f e  a f t e r  d e a th ,  and the
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p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  God i s  r e a l  and p r e s e n t  in  the  p u l p i t  p r e a c h e r s ,  such 
as Mapple. Th is  q u a l i t y  o f  double v i s io n  i s  e s s e n t i a l  to  th e  under­
s ta n d in g  o f  I sh m a e lrs awareness of h im s e l f  as a p ro p h e t .  There i s  an 
o r th o d o x , s p i r i t u a l  s id e  to  Ishm ael t h a t  wants to  b e l ie v e  in  the  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  b e l i e f s  and th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f i g u r e s  o f  r e l i g i o u s  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  
However, I s h m a e l 's  e x p e r ien c e  p roves  to  him t h a t  such b e l i e f  i s  un ten ab le  
fo r  him p e r s o n a l ly .  Whenever th e r e  i s  a  s ta tem e n t  by Ishmael o f  b e l i e f  
in  a t r a d i t i o n a l  f i g u r e  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  l i k e  Mapple, o r  an a s s e n t  to  a 
t r a d i t i o n a l  t r u t h  o f  f a i t h ,  l i k e  th e  r e s u r r e c t i o n ,  t h i s  s ta te m e n t  cannot 
remain u n q u a l i f i e d .
The tho roughness  w ith  which Ishm ael examines a l l  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
f o r  p ro p h e t ic  a u t h e n t i c i t y  b o th  in  th e  p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s  and in  h im se lf  
u l t i m a t e l y  convinces h im s e lf  and th e  r e a d e r  t h a t  he i s  s i n c e r e l y  t r y in g  
to  speak f o r  God, even when he i s  n o t  su re  o f  God. To t h i s  end Ishmael 
employs am biguity  as a  r h e t o r i c a l  method th a t  i n t e n s i f i e s  th e  sea rc h in g  
n a tu r e  o f  h i s  p r o p h e t ic  c h a r a c t e r .  Ambiguity becomes a  method of 
f i n a l l y  p e rsu ad in g  the  r e a d e r  t h a t  Ishm ael i s  s in c e r e  in  h i s  sea rc h  f o r  
God, and most im p o r ta n t ly ,  t h a t  he i s  s in c e r e  in  r e l a t i n g  th e  e v e n ts  in  
th e  n a r r a t i o n .
That comprehensive am bigu ity  i s  I s h m a e l 's  view o f th in g s  i s  a p p a ren t  
from h i s  i n i t i a l  e f f o r t  to  dec ide  what th e  b e s t  form o f  w orship  i s .  
Im m ediately a f t e r  M apple 's  sermon, when Ishm ael seems most im pressed and 
in f lu e n c e d  by M apple 's  tw o -s tran d ed  le s s o n ,  Ishmael embraces Queequeg's 
pagan r e l i g i o n  by w orsh ipp ing  th e  wooden i d o l ,  Yojo. As he k n e e ls  w ith  
Queequeg b e fo re  the  i d o l ,  Ishm ael s ay s :  "But what i s  w orship? to  do
th e  w i l l  o f  God- t h a t  i s  w orsh ip . And what i s  the  w i l l  o f God?-to do to  
my fe l lo w  man what I  would have my fe l lo w  man do to  me- t h a t  i s  the  w i l l
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of God" (p. 5 2 ) .  I s h m a e l 's  u n d e rs tan d in g  of w orsh ipp ing  God on t h i s  
o c c a s io n ,  so soon a f t e r  h e a r in g  M apple 's  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  w o rsh ip ,  i s  hard  
to  r e c o n c i le  w ith  M apple 's  r ig h te o u s  view o f C h r i s t i a n  w orsh ip .
S im i la r ly ,  Ishm ael u ses  am bigu ity  to  r e v e a l  the  f u l l  meaning o f 
w h iten ess  in  the  c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d  "The W hiteness of th e  W hale." H ere, 
a s u cc e ss io n  o f  w hite  symbols and ev en ts  connoting  "beau ty"  (p . 185) 
and " v i r tu e "  (p . 185) i s  fo llow ed by a su cc e ss io n  o f  w h ite  symbols and 
ev en ts  t h a t  conno tes  " t r a n sc e n d e n t  h o r r o r s "  (p- 186). The f i n a l  a t t i t u d e  
toward w h iten ess  i s  p r e d i c t a b l y  ambiguous: " I t  [w h iteness ]  i s  a t  once
the  most meaning symbol o f  s p i r i t u a l  th in g s ,  n a y ,  th e  ve ry  v e i l  of the  
C h r i s t i a n ' s  D ie ty ;  and y e t  should  be as  i t  i s  th e  i n t e n s i f y i n g  agen t 
i n  th in g s  most a p p a l in g  to  mankind" (p. 193).
The reaso n  f o r  such a comprehensive p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  bo th  p o s s ib le  
meanings o f  w h ite n e s s  i s  re v e a le d  by Ishm ael: "What th e  w h ite  whale
was to  Ahab, h a s  been h in te d ;  w hat, a t  t im e s ,  he was to  me, a s  y e t  
rem ains u n sa id "  (p . 185). Thus th e  i n i t i a l  reason  f o r  a d i s c u s s io n  on 
the  meaning o f  w h iten ess  in  whales i s  to  p r e s e n t  an o th e r  view d i f f e r i n g  
from A hab's  c o n v ic t io n  t h a t  th e  w h ite  whale i s  e i t h e r  p r i n c i p a l  o r  agen t 
o f  e v i l .  For Ahab s a y s :  "That i n s c r u t a b l e  th in g  i s  c h i e f l y  what I
h a te ;  and be th e  w hite  whale a g e n t ,  o r  be th e  w h ite  whale p r i n c i p a l ,  I 
w i l l  wreak t h a t  h a te  upon him" (p. 162). Of course  what Ishm ael p ro ­
v id e s  in  h i s  account o f  w h iten ess  i s  n o t  a n o th e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  
w h iten ess  to  oppose A hab's  v iew , b u t  th e  comprehensive view o f  w h iten ess  
which acco u n ts  n o t  on ly  f o r  A hab 's  view b u t  fo r  any o th e r  p o s s ib le  i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n .  Such a comprehensive view o f  w h iten ess  r e s u l t s  in  f u t i l i t y  i f  
one lo o k s  i n t o  t h i s  am bigu ity  to  f in d  I s h m a e l 's  " t r u e , "  p r i v a t e ,  p e rso n a l  
f e e l in g s  toward w h i te n e s s .  But in  g iv in g  such an a cc o u n t ,  i n  n a r r a t i n g
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th e  whole t r u t h  about the  meaning o f w h ite n ess  in  w h a le s ,  Ishm ael p e r ­
suades th e  r e a d e r  t h a t  th e  c o lo r  does mean a l l  th e  th in g s  t h a t  he says 
i t  does. F urtherm ore , i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  in  th e  f u l l n e s s  o f  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  
th a t  Ishm ael r e v e a ls  th e  complex meanings o f  w h i te n e s s .  T ru th ,  h e re  th e  
f u l l n e s s  o f  t r u t h  about w h i te n e s s ,  can on ly  be re v e a le d  in  am bigu ity .
This  i s  what Ishm ael r e l a t e s  th ro u g h  h i s  d i s c u s s io n ;  he does h i s  gospe l 
duty to  p reach  th e  t r u t h .  Of co u rse  what he says  would n o t  be a c c e p t ­
ab le  to  Mapple. Ishm ael*s words a r e  h i s  e x p re s s io n  of h i s  p ro p h e t ic  
duty  and w i tn e s s .  As he say s :  "But how can I  hope to  e x p la in  m yself
h e re ;  and y e t ,  in  some dim, random way, e x p la in  m yself I  m ust, e l s e  a l l  
th e se  c h ap te rs  m ight be n au g h t"  (p . 185). No judgment about I s h m a e l 's  
f e e l i n g s  toward w h i te n e s s ,  r e l i g i o n ,  Ahab o r  a n y th in g  e l s e  can be made 
u n t i l  th e  whole s to r y  has been t o l d .  And in  I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i o n  he i s  
very  c a r e f u l  to  p re s e n t  n o t  j u s t  h i s  r e a c t i o n s ,  b u t  the  f u l l  account 
and meaning o f  a l l  the  a c t i o n s  t h a t  ta k e  p la c e .  I t  i s  a l s o  in  th e  f u l l n e s s  
o f  account t h a t  a p ro p h e t ,  a  p ro p h e t  o f  n a tu r e  l i k e  Ish m ae l,  must 
ex p ress  h im se lf .
I s h m a e l 's  adherence  to  thoroughness  in  h i s  acco u n t o f  the  meaning 
o f  w h i te n e s s ,  and In  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  o f  w hales in  th e  ce to lo g y  c h a p te r s ,  
i s  a c h ie f  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  h i s  n a r r a t i v e  and p ro p h e t ic  manner. By 
a d o p tin g  t h i s  manner o f  tho roughness  and f u l l n e s s  o f  n a r r a t i o n  he t r a n s ­
cends making th e  narrow m oral judgm ents t h a t  Mapple e x h o r ts  him to  make.
Yet Ish m ae l ,  u n l ik e  Ahab, who d iso b ey s  th e  p r e d i c t i v e  w arn ings o f  
G a b r ie l ,  and who m is c o n s tru e s  th e  e q u iv o c a t io n s  o f  F e d a l la h ,  s u rv iv e s  
th e  voyage. There a r e  b a s i c a l l y  two sch o o ls  o f  c r i t i c a l  though t to  
account f o r  I s h m a e l 's  s u r v i v a l .  One f e e l s  t h a t  he s u rv iv e s  l a r g e l y
35because  he r e j e c t s  C h r i s t i a n  m o ra l i ty  and a l i g n s  h im s e l f  w ith  Ahab.
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The o th e r  schoo l f e e l s  t h a t  i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  th e  f a c t  t h a t  Ishm ael
36r e t a i n s  h i s  C h r i s t i a n  b e l i e f s  which saves  him. N e i th e r  sch o o l a t t r i b -
37u te s  any g r e a t  degree  o f  s e l f - d e te r m in a t io n  to  I s h m a e l 's  s u r v i v a l .
But, in d eed , he i s  q u i t e  aware, as h i s  n a r r a t i v e  i n d i c a t e s ,  o f  th o se  
fo rce s  th a t  a f f e c t  h i s  s u r v iv a l  and th u s  command h i s  a t t e n t i o n  and 
r e s p e c t .
I t  becomes e v id e n t  to  Ishm ael t h a t  F a th e r  M apple 's  d i r e c t i v e s  do 
n o t  app ly  to  him, r a t h e r  th a t  th e re  a r e  o t h e r ,  more immediate fo rc e s  
t h a t  must be obeyed. In  a  very  s p e c i a l  way, Moby Dick h im s e l f  becomes 
a p o w erfu l ,  s u p e r n a tu r a l  fo rce  in  I s h m a e l 's  co n sc io u sn ess  and im agina­
t i o n .  In h i s  e x p lo r a t io n  of th e  w h a le 's  h i s t o r y  and m ythology, Ishmael 
cannot be l im i t e d  to  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  M apple 's  r e l i g i o n ,  o r  i d o l a t r y ,  
Queequeg's r e l i g i o n ,  o r  paganism, A hab 's  and F e d a l l a h 's  r e l i g i o n .  Moby 
Dick h im se lf  becomes a p o w erfu l ,  s u p e r n a tu r a l  fo rc e  in  I s h m a e l 's  l i f e  
w h ile  on the  Pequod, and e s p e c i a l l y  in  h i s  c o n sc io u sn ess  and im ag ina tion
a f t e r  th e  voyage I s  concluded . A rvin  has s t a t e d :  "The White Whale i s  a
38g ran d io se  mythic p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  what i s  g o d l ik e  in  th e  cosm os."  And
39i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  Ishm ael c r e a t e s  th e  whale as a " g o d l ik e  p r e s e n ta t i o n "  
in  th e  ce to logy  c h a p te r s .  These c h a p te r s ,  w h ile  seeming to  be on th e  
p e r ip h e ry  o f the  n a r r a t i v e ,  a re  r e a l l y  c e n t r a l  to  th e  n a r r a t i o n  o f  the  
g o d lik e  s t a t u r e  o f  the  w hale. In  dev e lo p in g  the  f u l l  h i s t o r y  and s i g n i ­
f ic a n c e  o f  w ha les ,  Ishm ael r e v e a l s  t h e i r  d iv in e  m agn if icence  j u s t  a s  he 
r e v e a le d  th e  f u l l  am bigu ity  o f  w h ite n ess  in  th e  c h ap te r  e n t i t l e d  "The 
W hiteness o f  the  W hale." Comprehensive am b ig u ity ,  I s h m a e l 's  methodology, 
f i n a l l y  r e v e a l s  h i s  t r u e  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c t e r ,  as  i t  r e v e a l s  God to  him.
Beginning w i th  h i s  m e d i ta t io n s  on th e  i n s c r u t a b l e  appearances  and 
meanings o f  th e  w hale , Ishm ael p roceeds  to  e x p lo re  th e  a l l e g o r i c a l
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p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of th e  whale a s  a source  o f  t r u t h  u n t i l  f i n a l l y  he fa sh io n s  
ou t o f  th e  whale a  sym bolic  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  God. In th e  c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d  
"Of th e  Monstrous P i c tu r e s  o f  W hales,"  Ishm ael s t a t e s :  "There i s  no
e a r t h l y  way o f  f in d in g  ou t p r e c i s e l y  what th e  whale r e a l l y  lo o k s  l i k e .
And th e  on ly  mode in  which you can d e r iv e  a t o l e r a b l e  id e a  o f  h i s  l i v i n g  
c o n to u r ,  i s  by going a  w haling  y o u r s e l f "  (pp. 265-266). However, even 
when one goes whale h u n t in g  and c a p tu re s  a whale i t  i s  Im p o ss ib le  f o r  him 
to  d iv in e  the  meaning o f  h i s  brow: "How may u n l e t t e r e d  Ishm ael hope to
read  th e  awful Chaldee o f  th e  Sperm Whale’ s brow? I pu t t h a t  brow b e fo re  
you. Read i t  i f  you can" (p. 345). At b e s t  when one c o n s id e rs  the  whole 
"bulk  and power" (p. 3 4 7 ) ,  Ishm ael s a y s ,  "You can b e s t  form to  y o u r s e l f  
th e  t r u e s t ,  though n o t  th e  most e x h i l a r a t i n g  co ncep tion  o f what th e  most 
e x a l t e d  po tency  i s "  (p . 347). At b e s t  th e  whale can on ly  r e v e a l  p a r t  of 
h i s  enormous power. However, th e  whale in  h i s  i n s c r u t a b i l i t y  a l s o  
reminds Ishm ael o f  th e  u l t im a te  i n s c r u t a b i l i t y  o f  t r u t h :  "For u n le s s
you own [acknowledge] th e  w hale , you a re  b u t  a p r o v in c ia l  and s e n t im e n ta l ­
i s t  in  T ru th"  (p . 336). Here i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  the  whale in  i t s  i n s c r u t ­
a b i l i t y ,  In  i t s  a b i l i t y  to  convey to  l im i t e d  man only  h a l f  i t s  enormous 
power and f o r c e ,  i s  ve ry  much l i k e  th e  u l t im a te  t r u t h  o f  a n y th in g ,  even 
w h i te n e s s ,  which i s  e q u a l ly  e lu s iv e  and uncommunicative f o r  Ishm ael.
However, the  e x p lo r a t io n  of th e  w h a le 's  power and g o d l in e s s  i s  m erely  
w e l l  begun w ith  I s h m a e l 's  m e d i ta t io n s  about th e  w h a le 's  m y s te r io u s  unknow­
a b le n e s s .  The w ea lth  of in fo rm a t io n  about th e  h i s t o r y  o f  w hales and 
w haling  t h a t  he has compiled in  th e  ce to logy  c h a p te r s  p ro v id e s  him w ith  
th e  n e c e s sa ry  h i s t o r i c a l  and l i t e r a r y  m a te r i a l  to  In v e s t  the  whale w ith  
th e  v e r b a l  sym bolic  s t a t u r e  t h a t  be longs  to  him. In s h o r t  th e  ce to logy  
c h a p te r s  r e v e a l  the  whale as a symbol, perhaps  even an i n c a r n a t i o n ,  of 
God.
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Amid th e  c a s u a l ,  sometimes j o c u l a r  tone  of th e  ce to lo g y  c h a p te r  
e n t i t l e d  ,rThe P r a i r e , "  and devoted  to  th e  meaning of th e  w h a le ’s brow, 
Ishm ael s t a t e s :  "But in  th e  g r e a t  Sperm Whale, t h i s  h ig h  and mighty god­
l i k e  d ig n i ty  in h e re n t  in  th e  brow I s  so Immensely a m p l i f ie d ,  t h a t  gaz ing  
on i t ,  i n  t h a t  f u l l  f r o n t  v iew , you f e e l  the  D eity  and th e  d read  powers" 
(p. 344). The key word h e re  i s  f e e l . The whale has  th e  a b i l i t y  to  b r in g  
about th e  powerful em otions o f  awe and t e r r o r  t h a t  one , e s p e c i a l l y  a 
C a lv in i s t  l i k e  M e lv i l l e ,  might ex p ec t  to  ex p e r ien ce  b e fo re  God. But j u s t  
a few p a rag rap h s  l a t e r ,  in  th e  same c h a p te r ,  Ishm ael,  i n  a  w him sical 
to n e ,  r e f e r s  to  a time in  th e  f u tu r e  when " th e  merry May-day gods o f  o ld "  
(p. 345) may be re tu rn e d .  When, I f  e v e r ,  such a tim e should  come about 
" then  be s u r e ,  e x a l t e d  to  J o v e ' s  h ig h  s e a t ,  the  g r e a t  Sperm Whale s h a l l  
lo rd  i t "  (p . 345). S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  th e  whale has been transfo rm ed  from 
an a n i m a l i s t i c  fo rc e  analogous in  awe and d ig n i ty  to  God, to  a c o -eq u a l  
w ith  the  gods o f  o ld .
While th e  tone  of th e  w h a le 's  t ra n s fo rm a t io n  in to  a  d iv in e  fo rc e  
might be su sp e c t  as  a  t o t a l l y  s e r io u s  one in  th e  c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d  "The 
P r a i r e , "  th e r e  can be no m is ta k e  about th e  s e r io u s n e s s  w ith  which th e  
whale i s  i d e n t i f i e d  as  a  god ly  i d o l  o f  w orship  in  a n o th e r  c h a p te r  
e n t i t l e d  "A Bower in  th e  A r s a c id e s . "  Ishmael o s t e n s ib ly  in c lu d e s  t h i s  
c h a p te r  in  h i s  n a r r a t i o n  about th e  wonders o f  whales to  prove t h a t  he 
has  f i r s t  hand knowledge of th e  w h a le 's  s k e l e t a l  anatomy. On an i s l a n d  
in  the  South P a c i f i c ,  Tranque, Ishm ael has seen th e  s k e le to n  o f a beached 
whale which the  n a t iv e s  have transfo rm ed  i n t o  a s ac re d  temple i n  the  
middle o f  the  f o r e s t .  The dead w h a le 's  s k e le to n  i s  covered  w ith  th e  
growth o f  th e  f o r e s t  and Ishm ael d e s c r ib e s  i t  as  "a  w h i te ,  worshipped 
s k e le to n "  (p. 447). The w h a le 's  s k e le to n  l i e s  in  a f o r e s t  and makes i t
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d i f f i c u l t  f o r  Ishmael to  de term ine  w hether the  w h a le 's  s k e le to n  i s  
dominated by the  l i v i n g ,  r e l e n t l e s s  fo r c e s  of n a tu r e ,  th e  n a t u r a l  
"weaver god" (p. 447) of l i f e ,  o r  th e  fo rc e s  o f  d e a th :  "L ife  fo ld e d
D eath , Death t r e l l i s e d  L i f e ;  th e  grim god [ th e  w h a le 's  s k e le to n ]  wived 
w ith  y o u th fu l  L i f e ,  and b eg a t  him cu r ly -h ead ed  g l o r i e s "  (p. 447).
Thus the  whale becomes fo r  Ishmael an in c r e a s in g ly  im p o rtan t  symbol 
of God's power and m a je s ty .  Of course  i t  would be u n f a i r  to  say t h a t  
Ishmael everyw here , and a t  a l l  t im e s ,  i d e n t i f i e s  the  whale w ith  God. He 
i s  aware t h a t  he cannot be com ple te ly  co nver ted  to  a b so lu te  f a i t h  in  th e  
whale a s  a t r u e  symbol of God. He a s s e r t s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y :  "Doubts o f
a l l  t h in g s  e a r t h l y ,  and i n t u i t i o n s  o f  some th in g s  heav en ly ;  t h i s  com­
b in a t io n  makes n e i t h e r  b e l i e v e r  n o r  i n f i d e l ,  bu t makes a man who reg a rd s  
them bo th  w ith  e q u a l  eye" (p. 372). I t  i s  n e c e s sa ry  to  r e t a i n  some su s ­
p ic io n  about th e  a b s o lu te  c e r t a i n t y  w ith  which he commits h im s e l f  to  
p e o p le ,  sym bols, and b e l i e f s .  This  r e s e r v a t io n  a llow s  him t o  observe  
a l l  t h in g s  w ith  "eq u a l  eye" and p re s e n t  th e  f u l l  account o f  a l l  t h a t  he 
s e e s .  A lso , Ishmael i s  aware t h a t  th e  way he views th e  whale i s  l a r g e l y  
de term ined  by h i s  moods. E xp lo ring  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  s t a t e  
t h a t  p re c ed e s  th e  s ig h t in g  o f  one schoo l o f  p e c u l i a r l y  a n g e l i c  lo o k in g  
w ha les ,  Ishm ael p o nders :  " I t  i s  a l l  in  what mood you a re  i n ;  i f  i n  th e
D antean, the  d e v i l s  w i l l  occur to  you; i f  in  t h a t  o f  I s a i a h ,  th e  a rc h ­
a n g e ls .  S tand ing  a t  the  masthead o f  my sh ip  d u r in g  s u n r i s e . . .  I  once 
saw a  l a r g e  h e rd  o f  w h a l e s . . . .A s  i t  seemed to  me a t  th e  t im e ,  such a 
grand embodiment o f  a d o ra t io n  o f  th e  gods was n ev er  b eh e ld "  (pp. 375-376). 
Thus w ha tever r e s e r v a t i o n  about th e  f l e e t i n g ,  u l t im a te ly  s u sp ic io u s  a t t i ­
tude t h a t  he must have towards h i s  own moods, I s h m a e l 's  most pow erfu l
40aw areness o f  w hales I s  an awareness o f  t h e i r  g o d l in e s s .
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And I t  i s  f i n a l l y  to  t h i s  p e rc e p t io n  o f  th e  whale a s  a d iv in e ,
s u p e r n a tu r a l  r e a l i t y ,  t h a t  Ishm ael commits h i s  p r o p h e t ic ,  t h a t  i s ,  h i s
r e v e la to r y  powers o f n a r r a t i o n .  I t  i s  in  th e  ch ap te r  e n t i t l e d  "The
Honor and Glory o f  Whaling" t h a t  Ishm ael q u i t e  a p p r o p r ia t e ly  r e v e a l s  h i s
p e rc e p t io n .  In m a rs h a l l in g  h i s  s to re h o u se  o f  knowledge and ex p er ien ce
about whales and w ha ling , Ishmael f in d s  t h a t  th e re  a re  a g r e a t  many
"derai-gods and h e ro e s ,  p ro p h e ts  of a l l  s o r t s "  (p. 359) a s s o c ia te d  w ith
the  h i s t o r y  of w haling . He i s  proud o f  course  to  be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  such
a f r a t e r n i t y ,  in  o th e r  words, to  be a  fe l lo w  p ro p h e t .  The rem aining p a r t
o f  the  c h a p te r  r e l a t e s  famous c h a r a c t e r s ,  m y th ic a l  and h i s t o r i c a l ,  who
were whalemen. In  each I n s ta n c e ,  th e  v a r io u s  whalemen, P e r s e u s ,  S t .
George, H e rcu le s ,  Jonah , and Vishnoo [ s i c ] ,  went w haling  fo r  more nob le
reasons  than  sim ply  to  " f i l l  m en 's  la m p -feed e rs"  (p. 360). I t  i s  the
l a s t  member o f  th e  noble  s o c i e t y ,  however, who i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r i k i n g
to  Ishm ael. The Hindu God Vishnoo "became in c a r n a te  as  a whale" (p . 362)
in  o rd e r  to  sea rch  th e  bottom of th e  sea s  to  f in d  th e  Vedas o r m y s t ic a l
books, "whose p e ru s a l  would seem to  have been in d i s p e n s ib le  t o  Vishnoo
b e fo re  b eg in n in g  c r e a t io n "  (p. 362). Like Vishnoo, Ishm ael plumbs th e
dep ths  o f  th e  s e a ,  e x p e r i e n t i a l l y  and h i s t o r i c a l l y ,  b e fo re  he beg in s  h i s
n a r r a t i o n  about th e  Pequod1s l a s t  voyage. The books, c h i e f l y  B e a l 's
N a tu ra l  H is to ry  o f  th e  Sperm Whale (J8 3 9 ) ,  B en n e t 's  N a r ra t iv e  o f  a Whaling
Voyage Round the  Globe (1840) , Browne's E tch ings  o f a. Whaling C ru ise
(1846), and S to r e s b y 's  An Account o f  th e  A rc t ic  R eg ions , w ith  a  H is to ry
41and D e sc r ip t io n  o f  the  N orthern  Whale F ish e ry  (1820), were In d isp e n sa b le  
to  I s h m a e l 's ,  and M e l v i l l e ' s ,  c r e a t io n  o f  the  voyage and th e  s to r y  o f  th e  
w haling  in d u s t r y .  But most im p o r ta n t ,  i t  i s  Vishnoo, Godly and whale­
l i k e ,  who seeks  ou t th e se  sac re d  books a s  I f  on ly  he could  c a r ry  t h e i r
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m y s te r ie s  to  man. Ishm ael,  to o ,  i s  the  on ly  one who can convey th e  
m ystery  o f  the  whale to  man. He q u i te  c o r r e c t l y  a s s o c i a t e s  h im s e lf  w ith  
the  s o c ie ty  o f nob le  whalemen; he i s  one o f  th e  p ro p h e ts  in  t h a t  s o c i e ty .  
Thus in  t h i s  very  s p e c i a l  sense  Ishm ael becomes the  w h a le 's  p ro p h e t ,  th e  
w i tn e s s  to  the  w i l l  o f  fo rc e  in  n a tu re  which Ishm ael l a r g e l y  i d e n t i f i e s  
w ith  the fo rce  o f  God.
I s h m a e l 's  s u r v iv a l  i s  thus  n o t  m ere ly  th e  sav ing  a c t  o f  a C h r i s t i a n  
God, o r  th e  trium ph o f  a rom an tic  r e b e l ,  a l th o u g h  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and 
rom antic ism  p ro v id e  p a r t  o f  th e  e x p la n a t io n .  His s u r v iv a l  i s  th e  b eg in ­
n in g  o f a new l i f e  f o r  him. The headnote  to  th e  e p i lo g u e  in  the  
American e d i t i o n  d e c la r e s :  "And I  only  am escaped  to  t e l l  th ee"
(p . 567). Like the  m essengers who come to  t e l l  Job o f h i s  f a m i ly 's  
d e s t r u c t i o n  and the lo s s  o f  h i s  p o s s e s s io n s ,  Ishm ael comes to  r e l a t e  
th e  s to r y  o f  th e  g o d lik e  power o f  th e  whale and A hab 's  c o n f l i c t  w ith  i t .  
Th is  headnote  from J o b ,  o m itted  in  th e  E n g lish  e d i t i o n  o f Moby-Dick, 
b u t  in c lu d e d  in  th e  American e d i t i o n ,  reem phasizes  I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i v e  
pu rpose . I r o n i c a l l y ,  M e lv i l le  was c r i t i c i z e d  by h i s  E n g l ish  rev iew ers  
because he seemed to  them to  have no c o n s is te n c y  in  n a r r a t i v e  p o in t  of
view. The seeming d isap p ea ran ce  of Ishmael as th e  f i r s t  p e rso n  n a r r a t o r
42a t  v a r io u s  p o in t s  in  the  book u p se t  t h e i r  sense  of n o v e l i s t i c  form.
However, i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  th e  aim of t h i s  headno te  to  th e  e p i lo g u e ,  and
the  ep ilo g u e  i t s e l f ,  to  confirm  e x p l i c i t l y  I s h m a e l 's  v e ry  r e a l  e x i s t e n c e
a f t e r  th e  h o lo c a u s t  and h i s  p ro p h e t ic  t a s k  as  a  n a r r a t o r .
Among th o se  c r i t i c s  who account fo r  I s h m a e l 's  s u r v i v a l ,  R osenfe ld
o f f e r s  th e  view: "The c o f f i n - l i f e  buoy combines th e  theme o f f a i t h  and
43C h r i s t i a n  a c t io n  f o r  Ish m a e l ."  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  R osenfe ld  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  
I s h m a e l 's  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s k ep t ic ism  and I n t r e p i d i t y ,  s i m i l a r  to
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B u lk in g to n 's ,  and I s h m a e l 's  f a i t h  and love  f o r  Queequeg, make him th e  
k in d  o f p e rso n  e f f e c t i v e l y  equipped to  r e j e c t  Ahab and be worthy of 
s u r v i v a l .  R o se n fe ld 's  argument i s  conv in c in g . Moreover, R o se n fe ld 's  
a r t i c l e  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  to  t h i s  s tu d y  o f  I s h m a e l 's  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r  
because  o f  th e  remarks t h a t  i t  makes about th e  w r i t i n g s  on Queequeg's 
c o f f i n .  Queequeg t r a n s c r ib e d  th e  r e l i g i o u s  m y s te r ie s  w r i t t e n  on h is  
body to  th e  c o f f i n .  Not once, R osenfe ld  s a y s ,  was Queequeg so presump­
tuous  a s  " to  a t tem p t to  u n d e rs tan d  th e  message which he embodies.
So i t  i s  w ith  Ishm ael,  who c l in g s  to  t h i s  message th a t  he cannot f u l l y  
u n d e rs tan d  b u t  t h a t  he must r e l a t e  to  th e  f u l l n e s s  o f  h i s  u n d e rs tan d in g .  
Not on ly  i s  th e re  lack  o f  complete u n d e rs tan d in g  as  to th e  w h a le 's  
a b s o lu te  d i v i n i t y  and power, b u t  th e r e  i s  a la ck  o f pronouncement about 
A hab 's  demonic o r  d e i s t i c  t ra g e d y .  S t i l l ,  i t  i s  I s h m a e l 's  duty  as  a 
p ro p h e t  to  " c o n f ro n t  man w ith  a l t e r n a t i v e s , " ^  to  remain dead to  the  
c e r t a i n  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  one t h in g ,  and a l i v e  to  a l l  th e  p o s s ib l e ,  
though ambiguous, meanings o f a l l  t h in g s .  In  th e  c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d  
"Try W orks," a f t e r  h i s  a t tem p t to  be a  p ro p h e t  l i k e  Mapple, Ishmael 
l i k e n s  h i s  s i t u a t i o n  to  Solom on's: " 'T h e  man t h a t  w andereth  o u t of
th e  way o f  u n d e rs tan d in g  s h a l l  r e m a in '"  (even w h ile  l i v i n g )  " ’ in  the  
c o n g re g a t io n  of th e  d e a d '"  (p . 4 22 ) . I t  i s  th u s  I s h m a e l 's  f a t e  to  
remain th e  on ly  l i v i n g  member o f t h a t  co n g re g a t io n  on th e  Pequod. And 
h i s  r e lu c ta n c e  to  be confined  to  any s in g le  u n d e rs tan d in g  o r  co n c lu s io n  
about th e  e v en ts  on board  i s  r e l a t e d  to  h i s  i s o l a t i o n ,  s u r v i v a l ,  and 
h i s  n a r r a t i v e  t a s k .
For i t  i s  incumbent upon Ishm ael to  s e p a r a te  h im s e lf  from the  
t r a d i t i o n a l  H ebraic  n o t io n  o f  th e  p ro p h e t  as  he see s  t h i s  f ig u r e  r e ­
f l e c t e d  in  Mapple, E l i j a h ,  and G a b r ie l ,  in  o rd e r  to  d is c o v e r  and
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e x p re ss  h i s  f u l l  resp o n se  to  th e  p e rso n s  and e v e n ts  o f  the  voyage.
This  s t e a d f a s t  commitment to  what he f e e l s  must be h i s  own view of 
th in g s  i s  s im i l a r  to  th e  d e te rm in a t io n  o f  th e  p ro p h e t  Je rem iah , one of 
M e l v i l l e ' s  f a v o r i t e  b i b l i c a l  f i g u r e s ,  to  remain t r u e  to  h i s  c a l l i n g .  
Indeed what compels Ishm ael to  remain f r e e  from obeying th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
p r o p h e t ic  v o ic e s  t h a t  he h e a r s  i s  the  overwhelming s u p e r n a tu r a l  fo rce  
t h a t  he f e e l s  in  the  e v e n ts  and people  on the  w haling  voyage. Like h is
It
s p i r i t u a l  b r o t h e r ,  and l i t e r a r y  p ro d e c e s so r ,  Diogenes T e u fe lsd ro ck h , 
Ishm ael says  an e v e r l a s t i n g  "No" to  th o se  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  c o n f in in g  v o ic e s
t h a t  urge him to  p la c e  h i s  f a i t h  and t r u s t  in  a dead , o r  a t  l e a s t
/
i n a r t i c u l a t e ,  p r o p h e t ic  t r a d i t i o n .  And l i k e  T e u fe lsd ro c k h ,  Ishmael
/ /
r e c o rd s  h i s  re sp o n se  to  n a tu r e  as  a  p ro p h e t ic  re sp o n se .  T eufe lsd rockh  
s t a t e s  t h a t  n a tu re  i s  a "Volume w r i t t e n  in  c e l e s t i a l  h ie ro g ly p h s ,  in  
th e  t r u e  S a c re d -w r i t in g ;  o f  which even P ro p h e ts  a re  happy t h a t  they  
can read  h e re  a l i n e  and th e re  a l i n e . " ^  And Ishm ael can g lim p se ,  i f  
on ly  on o c c a s io n ,  t h a t  th e  i n s c r u t a b l e  meaning o f  th e  whale r e s t s  some­
where above the  sh e e r  fo rc e  o f  n a tu r e .  The whale i s  c e r t a i n l y  some k ind  
o f m a n i f e s t a t i o n ,  i f  n o t  th e  on ly  m a n i f e s t a t i o n ,  o f  d iv in e  power. L ike­
w is e ,  the  h ie ro g ly p h  o f  meaning su rro u n d in g  th e  moral c o n f l i c t  in  A hab 's  
p u r s u i t  o f  Moby Dick i s  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  something much more s u p e r n a tu r a l ly  
s i g n i f i c a n t  than  j u s t  whale h u n t in g .  What th e  meaning of the  voyage i s  
on ly  Ishm ael can say . Furtherm ore he a lo n e ,  i s o l a t e d ,  and f r e e  to  
n a r r a t e  a l l  t h a t  he e x p e r ie n c e s ,  can a t te m p t  to  prophesy what th e  
n a t u r a l  e v e n ts  and fo r c e s  o f  th e  voyage and the  people  on t h a t  voyage 
mean to  him.
Thus, M e l v i l l e ' s  a d a p ta t io n  o f  th e  C a r ly le an  P rophet o f  N ature  to  
c h a r a c t e r i z e  I s h m a e l 's  view  of n a tu r e  and n a t u r a l  e v en ts  i s  tho rough ly
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un ique . Thompson's a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  the  God h a t in g  and God d e fy in g  c h a r ­
a c t e r s  ex p re ss  M e l v i l l e ' s  r e a l  view  i s  n o t  the  a u t h o r ' s  f i n a l  view about 
God o r  God's ways in  the  w orld  o f  man. Even Ishm ael,  a p p a re n t ly  reco n ­
c i l e d  to  the  h o lo c au s t  o f  n a t u r e ' s  sp en t  energy and A hab 's  consuming 
p a s s io n ,  does n o t  r e v e a l  a f i n a l  t r u t h  about the  w i l l  of God. He has  
no words as he f l o a t s  calm ly over the  sp o t  where the  Pequod sank. S ig ­
n i f i c a n t l y  h i s  v o ice  i s  s i l e n t  j u s t  l i k e  th e  v o ic e  o f  n a tu r e ,  symbolized 
by the  sh a rk s  who c i r c l e  h i s  bouyant c o f f in  w ith  pad lo c k s  on t h e i r  
mouths. Ishm ael does n o t  speak u n t i l  he p u ts  h i s  words in  h i s  p ro p h e t ic
c o n te x t  as n a r r a t o r  o f  th e  e v e n ts  of th e  voyage. F u r therm ore , Ishm ael
w i l l  n o t  speak w ith o u t  th e  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  and com prehensiveness t h a t  he
e x h i b i t s  in  d i s c u s s in g  the  meaning o f  w h ite n ess  and m a je s ty  of w h a les .
The scope of I s h m a e l 's  n a r r a t i o n  i s  com prehensive; i t  b o rd e r s  in  
f a c t  on the  o m n isc ien t .  C r i t i c s  have o f f e r e d  e x p la n a t io n s  why Ishm ael 
knows what Ahab says  in  h i s  supposed ly  s o l i t a r y  sp eech es .  T h e ir  
a t te m p ts  seem weak e f f o r t s  to  e x p la in  s t r u c t u r a l l y  how Ishm ael has
47a c c e ss  to  knowledge t h a t  he seems to  have had no o p p o r tu n i ty  to  have.
As a p rophet o f  n a tu r e ,  however, I s h m a e l 's  re sp o n se  to  Ahab, o r  to  
w h a les ,  cannot be l im i t e d  to  h i s  p h y s i c a l ,  l i t e r a l  c o n ta c t  w ith  e i t h e r  
o r  b o th .  As he says  in  th e  c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d  "The T a i l , "  h i s  mood d e t e r ­
mines to  a g r e a t  e x te n t  how he w i l l  view th e  whale on any one o c ca s io n .  
There i s  o b v io u s ly  a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  Im ag in a tiv e  fo rc e  b rough t to  b e a r  
on the  meaning and s ig n i f i c a n c e  of whales and Ahab. F u r therm ore ,
Ishm ael has  th e  r i g h t ,  pe rhaps  the  duty  to  r e v e a l  a l l  o f  h i s  moods 
and im ag in ings  because  t h i s  s o r t  o f  r e v e r i e  i s  a l l  t h a t  he can do as 
a  p ro p h e t .  The v o ice  and power o f  God cannot be d i r e c t l y  communicated 
to  him. S t i l l  t h i s  f a i l u r e  does n o t  d e te r  him from h i s  p r o p h e t ic  t a s k
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t o  p e rc e iv e  the  meaning o f  n a tu r e ,  and to  r e l a t e  th e se  p e r c e p t io n s .
In  summary, Ishmael cannot speak w ith  th e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  the  
p ro p h e ts  o f  o ld ,  bu t he s t i l l  seek s  to  r e v e a l  th e  w i l l  o f  God in  n a tu re  
to  the  b e s t  o f  h is  a b i l i t y .  Thus h i s  ap p a ren t  d ig r e s s io n s  in  Moby-Dick 
on the  h i s t o r y  of whales and w haling a re  c e n t r a l  to  th e  n a r r a t i v e  be­
cause in  th e se  ch ap te rs  Ishm ael r e v e a l s  th e  m a je s t i c  and d iv in e  power 
t h a t  in h e re s  in  th e  w hale, and by e x te n s io n  i n  n a tu r e .  I t  i s  im pera­
t i v e  to  remember t h a t  I s h m a e l 's  r e v e l a t i o n s  about th e  w h a le 's  d i v i n i t y  
a re  never w ithou t q u a l i f i c a t i o n .  A lthough the  u n d en iab le  f a c t  o f  
I s h m a e l 's  p e rc e p t io n  i s  t h a t  th e  whale i s  a  d e i f i e d  b e in g ,  th e  e q u a l ly  
u nd en iab le  f a c t  o f  I s h m a e l 's  e x p e r ien c e  i s  t h a t  t h i s  be in g  cannot 
always and u n re se rv e d ly  be worshipped a s  God. Pro longed r e v e r i e  o f  
any k ind  in  Moby-Dick, w hether i t  be about th e  l i m i t l e s s n e s s  o f  th e  
s e a ,  th e  h o r r o r  o f  the  t ry -w o rk s ,  o r  th e  g lo ry  o f  w ha les ,  i s  always a 
dangerous th in g .  S im i la r ly  f o r  th e  p ro p h e t  o f  n a tu r e  such as  Ishm ael,
t '
and h e re  M e lv i l le  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  Ishm ael from T e u fe ls d ro c k h ,  th e  p ro ­
p h e t i c  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  n a tu re  which d e s c r ib e s  God's w i l l  and power 
In n a t u r a l  f o r c e s ,  p eo p le ,  and e v e n ts  can only  be an incom ple te  ch a rac ­
t e r i z a t i o n ,  a p a r t - t im e  r o l e .  The M e lv i l le a n  p ro p h e t  has  to  see  him­
s e l f  w ith  an "equa l eye" (p . 372), th e  eq u a l  eye t h a t  Ishm ael u ses  to  
look  a t  h im se lf  whenever h i s  im a g in a t io n  exceeds the  v a l i d i t y  o f  h i s  
p r o p h e t ic  v o ic e .
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CHAPTER I I I
THE ASPIRING PROPHET: PIERRE
Ishm ael as  n a r r a t o r  e x e r c i s e s  g r e a t  ca re  in  r e l a t i n g  th e  ev en ts  
and in  p re s e n t in g  th e  c h a r a c te r s  in  Moby-Dick. Of cou rse  Ish m ae l’ s 
c a u t io n  and tho roughness  a s  a  n a r r a t o r  a re  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  to  h i s  
s k e p t i c a l  c h a r a c te r ;  he i s  a pe rson  who i s  n o t  e a s i l y  won over to  any 
one c e r t a i n  way o f  th in k in g ,  o r  a c t i n g .  Thus he examines a l l  a l t e r n a ­
t i v e s .  As we have a l re a d y  see n ,  I s h m a e l 's  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  de tachm ent, 
and h i s  d i s c u r s iv e  q u e s t io n in g  and s p e c u la t io n  c o n t r ib u te  to  h i s  s u r ­
v i v a l  and c h a r a c t e r i z e  h i s  n a r r a t i o n  as  p r o p h e t ic  in  Moby-Dick. A f te r  
Moby-Dick, th e  p r o p h e t - l i k e  f ig u r e s  n ev er  ach iev e  th e  comprehensive 
view o f  ex p er ien ce  t h a t  Ishmael r e l a t e s  as  h i s  prophecy in  Moby-Dick.
In  P i e r r e , w r i t t e n  a lm ost im m ediate ly  a f t e r  Moby-Dick, M e lv i l le  c r e a te s  
P i e r r e ,  a p r o p h e t - l i k e  f ig u r e  who la c k s  t o t a l l y  any of th e  sk e p t ic is m  
and i n t e l l e c t u a l  e x p an s iv en ess  t h a t  a re  th e  sav in g  q u a l i t i e s  o f  Ishm ael,  
and o f Ish m ae l’s prophecy.
P i e r r e , i n  F. 0 . M a t th ie s s e n 's  words, i s  a t ra g e d y  " th e  o p p o s i te
of A h a b 's ." ^  P i e r r e  i s  a "young i d e a l i s t ,  who, w ith  some d i s t r u s t  o f
h i s  i n t e l l e c t  bu t none of h i s  h e a r t ,  fo llow ed  unsw erv ing ly  h i s  generous 
2
im p u ls e s ."  The o p p o s i t io n  between Ahab and P ie r r e  i s  th u s  an oppos i­
t i o n  between th e  mind and th e  em otion , between th e  head and th e  h e a r t .  
A hab 's  tragedy  l i e s  i n  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  o b se s s io n  w ith  Moby'Dick as 
p r i n c i p l e  o r  agent of e v i l .  P i e r r e ' s  t ra g e d y  l i e s  i n  h i s  em otiona l 
o b ses s io n  w ith  I s a b e l  as  th e  p r i n c i p l e  source  o f  t r u t h ,  a l b e i t  "g lad
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T ru th ,  o r  sad T r u th ."  In  h i s  z ea lo u s  p u r s u i t  o f  I s a b e l ,  t r u t h ,  and 
th e  r i g h t  course  o f  a c t i o n ,  P i e r r e  c la im s  d iv in e  s a n c t io n  f o r  h i s  a c t io n  
he c la im s to  be a p ro p h e t  a c t in g  on d iv in e  command.^
P i e r r e ' s  c la im s f o r  p r o p h e t - l i k e  s t a t u r e ,  and th e  a c t io n s  t h a t  he
perform s in  th e  name o f a  p r o p h e t , a r e  th e  two key a re a s  of s tudy  in
t h i s  c h a p te r .  However, to  u n d e rs tan d  P i e r r e  a s  a p r o p h e t - l i k e  f ig u r e
one must view h i s  a c t i o n s  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  am bigu ity  t h a t  pe rvades
the  n o v e l ,  and , i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  P i e r r e ' s  o b se s s io n  w ith  I s a b e l  as a
5
source  o f  r e v e l a t i o n .  For i t  i s  th e  am bigu ity  in  e x p e r ien c e  t h a t  p re ­
c i p i t a t e s  P i e r r e ' s  r e c k l e s s  and d i s a s t r o u s  a c t io n s  in  New York C ity .  
P i e r r e  i s  b a s i c a l l y  unequipped to  d e a l  w ith  the  am bigu ity  in  I s a b e l  and 
u l t im a te ly  in  h im s e lf .  The fo u n d a t io n  f o r  P i e r r e ' s  unambiguous view of 
the  world and h im se lf  l i e s  a t  Saddle Meadows. I t  i s  h e re  t h a t  P i e r r e  
p e rc e iv e s  h i s  w orld  to  be a p a r a d is e  b le s s e d  by God. Here a l s o  P i e r r e  
l a y s  c la im  to  h i s  p r o p h e t ' s  r o l e ,  a r o l e  he f e r v e n t ly  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  he 
can uphold in  h i s  m o n is t ic  w orld .
The f i r s t  few c h a p te rs  of P i e r r e , which d e a l  w ith  P i e r r e ' s  home 
and l i f e  a t  Saddle Meadows, have long been recogn ized  as  M e l v i l l e ' s  
s a t i r i c a l  comment on i d y l l i c  r u r a l  l i f e . ^  However, P i e r r e ' s  view o f  
Saddle Meadows i s  no t s a t i r i c a l ;  f o r  him th e  Meadows a re  a p a r a d i s e .  
P i e r r e  th in k s  t h a t  he can communicate d i r e c t l y  and h o n e s t ly  w ith  n a tu re  
a t  th e  Meadows: "She [n a tu re ]  blew h e r  w in d -c la r io n  from the  b lu e  h i l l s ,
and P i e r r e  ne ighed  ou t l y r i c a l  t h o u g h t s . . . .She w hispered  th rough  deep 
groves a t  e v e ,  and g e n t l e  w h isp ers  o f  humanness, and sweet w h isp ers  o f  
lo v e ,  ran through P i e r r e ' s  th o u g h t-v e in s "  (p . 1 4 ) .  At Saddle Meadows, 
th e re  i s  an easy  and d i r e c t  communication between P i e r r e  and n a tu r e ;  
n a tu re  i s  an unambiguous and sy m p a th e t ic  f r i e n d  to  P i e r r e .  I t  i s  n o t
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d i f f i c u l t  to  imagine how such easy  and open acce ss  to  the  v a s t  m y s te r ie s  
o f  th e  n a t u r a l  w orld would le ad  anyone, e s p e c i a l l y  P i e r r e ,  to  a c t  w ith  
a b s o lu te  a ssu ra n ce .
Furtherm ore , th e  uncom plicated  ben ev o len t  Saddle Meadows p rov ide  
the  backdrop f o r  P i e r r e ' s  im poss ib ly  i d e a l i s t i c  love  f o r  Lucy T a r ta n .
T his  r e l a t i o n s h i p  opens the  s e c r e t s  o f  love fo r  P i e r r e  and Lucy, o r  so 
the  n a r r a t o r  c la im s:  "Looking in to  each o t h e r ' s  e y e s ,  lo v e r s  see the
u l t im a te  s e c r e t  o f  th e  w orlds; and w ith  t h r i l l s  e t e r n a l l y  u n t r a n s l a t a b l e ,  
f e e l  t h a t  Love i s  god o f  a l l . . . . L o v e  i s  bo th  C r e a t o r 's  and S a v io r ' s  
g o sp e l  to  mankind" (p. 38 ) .  Th is  passage  r e v e a l s  the  e p is te m o lo g ic a l  
v a lu e  o f  love  fo r  P i e r r e ;  lo v e r s  who look in to  each o t h e r ' s  eyes  w i l l  
"see  the  u l t im a te  s e c r e t  of the  w orlds"  (p . 3 8 ) .  Love, l i k e  th e  
n a t u r a l  w orld a t  Saddle Meadows, i s  an open s e c r e t  t h a t  r e v e a l s  what­
e v e r  i s  unknown to  the  i n q u i r e r .  Love thus  r e v e a l s  t r u t h  to  P i e r r e ,  
a l th o u g h  a t  Saddle Mieadows P ie r r e  knows n o t  what k in d  o f  t r u t h  he w i l l  
d is c o v e r  in  lo v e .  He i s  su re  t h a t  l o v e ' s  t r u t h ,  w hatever i t  may be ,  
w i l l  be d iv in e  in  o r i g i n .  As he t e l l s  Lucy, "The audacious im m o r ta l i ­
t i e s  of d iv in e s t  love  a re  in  m e ; . . . . A  god d ec ree s  to  th ee  unchangeable  
f e l i c i t y ;  and to  me, the  u n challenged  p o s se s s io n  o f  thee  and them, f o r  
my i n a l i e n a b le  f i e f "  (pp. 41-42) . For P i e r r e  love  i s  bo th  d iv in e  in  
o r ig i n  and a b s o lu te  in  the  t r u t h  t h a t  i t  b r in g s  to  th e  lo v e r s  about 
them selves .
I t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  P i e r r e ' s  I n t e l l e c t u a l  development a t  Saddle 
Meadows i s  l im i te d  to  h i s  u n d e rs tan d in g  t h a t  th e  n a t u r a l  w orld  i s  a 
k in d  and ben ev o len t  p la c e ,  r e c e p t iv e  and re sp o n s iv e  to  h i s  ev ery  in q u i r y .  
His em otiona l development i s  e q u a l ly  l im i t e d  to  h i s  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f 
love  as  a p u re ,  d iv in e  emotion r e v e l a to r y  o f  th e  d e e p e s t ,  most w onderfu l
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s e c r e t s  t h a t  man can know.
T h is  na iv e  concep tion  o f  love  i s  n o t  v i a b l e  in  the  r e a l  w orld  of 
e x p e r ie n c e .  Moreover, P ie r r e  c l i n g s  to  th e  s im p l i c i t y  o f  h i s  th o u g h t ,  
and th e  p u r i t y  o f  h i s  emotion in  h i s  i n i t i a l  e n co u n te rs  w ith  I s a b e l .
Her face  r e p r e s e n t s  to  P i e r r e  th e  f i r s t  ambiguous appearance in  h i s  
a d u l t  l i f e :  "E n c irc le d  by b a n d e le ts  o f  l i g h t ,  i t  [ I s a b e l ’s fa ce ]  had
s t i l l  beamed upon him; vaguely  h i s t o r i c  and p ro p h e t ic ;  backward, h i n t ­
in g  o f  some i r r e v o c a b le  s i n ;  fo rw ard ,  p o in t in g  to  some in e v i t a b l e  i l l .
One of those  f a c e s ,  which now and then  ap p ea r  to  man, and w ith o u t  one 
word o f  sp eech , s t i l l  r e v e a l  g lim pses  o f  some f e a r f u l  g o sp e l .  In  
n a t u r a l  g u is e ,  b u t  l i t  by s u p e r n a tu r a l  l i g h t "  (p . 4 9 ) .  Th is  l a s t  sen­
ten ce  in  th e  d e s c r ip t i o n  of I s a b e l ' s  f a c e  i s  c r u c i a l  to  th e  u n d e rs tan d ­
ing  o f  P i e r r e ’s response  to  h e r .  A lthough he f e a r s  t h a t  I s a b e l ' s  face  
I s  "p ro p h e t ic "  o r  p o r te n to u s  o f  doom fo r  any a d m ire r ,  he a l s o  b e l ie v e s  
t h a t  she i s  in  p a r t  m o tiva ted  by th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l ,  the  godly . This 
i n s i s t e n c e  on a  d iv in e  source  beh ind  I s a b e l ' s  m y s te r io u sn ess  i s  the  
i n e v i t a b l e  r e s u l t  o f  P i e r r e ' s  unambiguous view of the  w orld  fo rm u la ted  
from h i s  p r iv i l e g e d  p o s i t i o n  a t  Saddle Meadows.
By p ro c la im in g  t h a t  th e  da rk  m ystery  o f  I s a b e l  i s  made c l e a r  in  
s u p e r n a tu r a l  l i g h t ,  P ie r r e  hopes to  remove a l l  doubt about her  e a r t h l y  
m y ste ry ,  and to  p o s i t  a  s u p e r n a tu r a l  m o t iv a t io n  f o r  what might ve ry  
e a s i l y  be a  n a t u r a l ,  ungodly , s e d u c t io n .  Claiming to  see  the  hand o f God 
even in  th e  most m y s te r io u s  I s a b e l ,  P i e r r e  assumes a p r o p h e t ’ s r e l a t i o n  
toward h e r ;  he a c t s  ou t what he b e l i e v e s  to  be God's w i l l .  The s p i r i t u a l  
t e s t i n g  t h a t  he undergoes when he r e c e iv e s  I s a b e l ' s  s e c r e t  l e t t e r  pro­
c la im ing  t h a t  she i s  in  f a c t  P i e r r e ' s  i l l e g i t i m a t e  s i s t e r  v a l i d a t e s  the  
d iv in e  s a n c t io n  t h a t  he f e e l s  d i r e c t i n g  h i s  e n co u n te rs  w ith  h e r .  P i e r r e
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ho lds  t h i s  l e t t e r  in  h i s  hand and sen se s  "two a n t a g o n i s t i c  a g en c ie s"
(p. 73) s t r u g g l in g  w i th in  h im s e l f .  One f o r c e ,  what P i e r r e  in  h i s  s p i r ­
i t u a l l y  h e ig h te n ed  s t a t e  c a l l s  h i s  "bad a n g e l , "  (p. 73) "bade him f i n i s h  
th e  s e l f i s h  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f th e  n o te ;  f o r  In  some dark  way th e  read in g  o f  
i t  would i r r e t r i e v a b l y  e n ta n g le  h i s  f a t e "  (p . 7 3 ) .  C onverse ly , the  
"good an g e l"  (p. 73) bade him to  "Read, and f e e l  th a t  b e s t  b le s se d n e s s  
which, w ith  the  sense  o f  a l l  d u t i e s  d is c h a rg e d ,  ho lds  h a p p in ess  I n d i f f e r ­
e n t"  (p. 73). P i e r r e ,  a t tu n e d  to  doing what he u n d e rs tan d s  i s  the  
d iv in e ly  o rd a in ed  t h in g ,  re a d s  the  l e t t e r ,  th e  l e t t e r  t h a t  o ccas io n s  h i s  
u l t im a te  trag ed y  w ith  th e  ambiguous I s a b e l .  At t h i s  j u n c tu r e  in  the  
n o v e l ,  P i e r r e  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  I s a b e l  i s  s e n t  to  him by a n g e l i c  and d iv in e  
d i r e c t i v e .  He opens th e  l e t t e r  and "eve ry  v e in  in  him p u ls e d  to  some 
heaven ly  sw e ll"  (p. 73 ) .
The p i c t u r e  o f  P i e r r e ,  w r e s t l in g  between two a n g e ls ,  and f i n a l l y  
choosing to  obey th e  commands of th e  good, t r u e  messenger of God, p ro ­
v id e s  a b a s ic  i n s i g h t  i n to  P i e r r e ' s  p r o p h e t ic  r o l e .  A f te r  th e  p r e s e n t ­
ment o f  I s a b e l ' s  f a c e ,  and th e  accep tan ce  o f  h e r  l e t t e r  as  a d iv in e ly  
I n s p i r e d  m is s iv e ,  P i e r r e  open ly  r e f e r s  to  h im s e lf  as a p rophe t aware 
t h a t  God has s in g le d  him o u t  among a l l  men to  champion I s a b e l .  In  th e  
f a c t  of a l i e n a t i o n  from h i s  mother and in d i f f e r e n c e  from F a ls g ra v e ,
P i e r r e  d e c la re s  h i s  p ro p h e t ic  n a tu r e :  " I  once ch e r ish e d  some s l i g h t  hope
t h a t  thou  F a lsg rav e  w ouldst have been a b l e ,  in  thy  C h r i s t i a n  c h a r a c t e r ,  
to  s in c e r e ly  and h o n e s t ly  counse l me. But a h i n t  from heaven a s s u re s  me 
now, t h a t  thou h a s t  no e a r n e s t  and w orld  d i s d a in in g  co u n se l  f o r  me. I  
must seek I t  d i r e c t  from God Him self who, I  now know, n ev er  d e le g a te s  
His h o l i e s t  adm onishings" (p . 193).
There a re  s e v e r a l  o th e r  i n s t a n c e s ,  in  P i e r r e ' s  i n i t i a l  en co u n te rs
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w ith  I s a b e l ,  t h a t  must be c i t e d  in  o rd e r  to  f u l l y  document P i e r r e ' s  
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  as a p rophet a c t in g  on God's b e h a l f  toward I s a b e l .
The n a r r a t o r  c a l l s  a t t e n t i o n  to  P i e r r e ' s  p r o p h e t - l i k e  m o t iv a t io n s :  
" P ie r r e  was one o f  those  s p i r i t s ,  which n o t  in  a d e te rm in a te  and s o rd id  
s c r u t i n y  of sm all p ro s  and co ns-bu t In  an im pu ls ive  su b se rv ien ce  to  the  
g o d - l ik e  d i c t a t i o n  o f  ev en ts  them selves , f in d  a t  le n g th  the  s u r e s t  
s o lu t io n  of p e r p l e x i t i e s ,  and the b r i g h t e s t  p r e ro g a t iv e  of command"
(p. 103). Again, a l i t t l e  l a t e r  in  th e  n o v e l ,  th e  n a r r a t o r  comments 
on P i e r r e ' s  commitment to  I s a b e l  and D elly :  "D iv ine ly  d e d ica te d  as  he
f e l t  h im s e lf  to  be ;  w ith  d iv in e  commands upon him to  b e f r ie n d  and 
champion I s a b e l "  (p . 125). And f i n a l l y  when P ie r r e  c o n f ro n ts  I s a b e l ,  
h i s  p ro f e s s io n  o f b ro therhood  and h i s  d e d ic a t io n  to  h e r  a re  openly 
s t a t e d  as prophecy: " In  one b r e a th ,  Memory and Prophecy, and I n t u i t i o n
t e l l  h im -* P ie r re ,  have no r e s e r v e s ;  no m in u te s t  p o s s ib le  d o u b t ; - t h i s  
be ing  i s  thy  s i s t e r ;  thou  g a z e s t  on thy  f a t h e r ' s  f l e s h "  (p . 131).
There a re  o f  course  many o th e r  reaso n s  why P ie r r e  wants to  accep t  
I s a b e l  and h e r  s t o r y .  Henry Murray d e t a i l s  the  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  and 
sex u a l  m o t iv a t io n s  beh ind  P i e r r e ' s  ra sh  accep tance  of th e  da rk  lady  o f 
Saddle Meadows.^ M urray 's  e x p la n a t io n s  p rov ide  a very  human u n d e rs tan d ­
ing of P i e r r e ' s  a c t i o n s  toward I s a b e l .  But P ie r r e  i s  anxious to  impute 
d iv in e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  to  a l l  h i s  m otives in  o rd e r  to  cover up any n a t u r a l  
s u s p ic io n s  t h a t  he m ight have about h i s  own a c t io n s  toward h e r .
When P ie r r e  re a d s  I s a b e l ' s  n o te  c la im ing  to  be h i s  s i s t e r ,  " h is  
whole form [ I s j  In  a t rem b le"  (p . 75 ).  Furtherm ore , P i e r r e  i s  shocked 
because o f  the  t r u t h  t h a t  such a  l e t t e r  r e v e a l s  about h i s  f a t h e r :
"The l e t t e r !  - I s a b e l - s i s t e r - b r o t h e r , me, me-my sac red  f a t h e r  . '-This i s  
some accursed  dream!" (p. 76). And y e t  P i e r r e  does n o t  a l lo w  h im se lf  to
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remain on t h i s  i n i t i a l  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  l e v e l  o f  shock and d e n ia l .  The 
hand o f God i s  d is c e rn e d  even in  t h i s  most u n b e l ie v a b ly  shocking  r e v e l a ­
t io n  about h i s  f a t h e r .  P i e r r e  vows to  accep t  t h i s  new t r u t h  concern ing  
h i s  f a t h e r  and he vows to  a cc e p t  t h i s  t r u t h  a s  a heaven ly  one: "This
l e t t e r  i s  n o t  a fo r g e ry .  Oh! I s a b e l ,  thou a r t  my s i s t e r ; . . . .Ah! 
fo rg iv e  me, ye h eav en s ,  f o r  my Ig n o ran t  r a v in g s ,  and accep t  t h i s  my 
vow.-Here I  swear m yself  I s a b e l ' s . . . .Oh! thou poor ig n o ra n t  g i r l . . . .  
which heaven h a th  p laced  in  my h a n d s . . . . I  see  th ee  long weeping, and 
God demands me f o r  thy  co m fo r te r"  (pp. 76-77).
Thus I s a b e l  n o t  on ly  d e s t r o y s  the  " p e r f e c t  marble form o f  h i s  
[ P i e r r e ' s ]  d e p a r ted  f a t h e r "  (p. 7 9 ) ,  b u t  she a l s o  r e p la c e s  t h i s  monument 
w ith  what seems to  b e ,  fo r  P i e r r e  a t  l e a s t ,  a d iv in e ly  commanded e x i s t ­
ence . Once ag a in  P i e r r e  ru sh e s  to  cover ve ry  n a t u r a l  f e e l in g s  h e re ,  
shock and o u tra g e  w ith  a d iv in e ly  o rde red  view o f e v e n ts ,  such a view 
as he might have p e rc e iv e d  in  h i s  narrow world o f  Saddle Meadows.
Even P i e r r e ' s  s e x u a l  f e e l in g s  f o r  I s a b e l  tak e  on th e  c h a r a c te r  
of d iv in e  command. P i e r r e  acknowledges t h a t  he i s  persuaded by I s a b e l  
t h a t  she I s  h i s  s i s t e r  because  she i s  t r u l y  a "womanly b eau ty "  (p . 127). 
S t i l l  t h i s  b eau ty  o n ly  confirm s P i e r r e ' s  e x a l t e d  n o t io n  o f  th e  d iv in e  
t r u t h  o f  h e r  s u i t .  The l o v e l in e s s  o f  h e r  human form bespeaks h e r  
c lo se n e ss  to  God: "We l i e  in  n a tu r e  v e ry  c lo se  to  God" (p . 127).
F urtherm ore , P i e r r e ' s  p h y s ic a l  c o n ta c t  w ith  I s a b e l  conveys much more 
to  him than  human a f f e c t i o n .  Because she cannot r e c e iv e  h i s  embraces 
w ith  n a t u r a l  a f f e c t i o n  o f  an acknowledged s i s t e r ,  P i e r r e  im p a r ts  a 
s p i r i t u a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  meaning to  h e r"  " I s a b e l  w holly so ared  ou t o f  
th e  realm s o f m o r ta ln e s s ,  and f o r  him became t r a n s f ig u r e d  i n  th e  h ig h ­
e s t  heaven o f  u n co rru p ted  Love" (p . 167).
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Thus P i e r r e ' s  p a r t i c u l a r  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  and sex u a l  re sp o n ses  to  
I s a b e l  seem to  t ra n sc e n d  th e  rea lm  of human e x p e r ien c e  and become d iv in e  
d i r e c t i v e s .  The p a t t e r n  o f  P i e r r e ' s  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  and se x u a l  re sp o n se s  
to  I s a b e l  complements P i e r r e ' s  view o f  h im s e l f  as a p ro p h e t  a c t in g  as 
God's agen t on I s a b e l ' s  b e h a l f .
For a l l  P i e r r e ' s  a t te m p ts  to  in v e s t  th e  m y s te r io u s  I s a b e l  w ith  
s u p e r n a tu r a l  im portance , in  e f f e c t ,  f o r  a l l  P i e r r e ' s  c la im s to  be a 
p rophe t a c t i n g  on God's command in  I s a b e l ' s  b e h a l f ,  P i e r r e  cannot abso­
l u t e l y  m a in ta in  h i s  b e l i e f  in  I s a b e l  as a s u p e r n a tu r a l  a g e n t .  The ve ry  
n a t u r a l  s u s p ic io n s  t h a t  he i n i t i a l l y  had about h e r  c la im s of s i s te rh o o d  
re c u r  a f t e r  he has  made h i s  p r o p h e t ic  p r o f e s s io n  o f  f a i t h .  He r e a l i z e s  
t h a t  th e re  w i l l  always be an e lem ent in  I s a b e l  t h a t  he cannot c l a s s i f y  
as c l e a r l y  s u p e r n a tu r a l :  " In  h e r  l i f e  th e r e  was an u n rav e led  p l o t ;  and
he f e l t  t h a t  u n rav e led  i t  would e t e r n a l l y  remain to  him. No s l i g h t e s t  
hope o r dream had h e ,  t h a t  what was dark  and m ournful in  h e r  would e v e r  
be c le a re d  up" (p . 165).
S t i l l  P i e r r e  su cc e ed s ,  a t  l e a s t  m om enta rily ,  in  overwhelming h i s  
doubts about ev e r  t o t a l l y  and com ple te ly  knowing I s a b e l  and h e r  t r u e  
h i s t o r y  w ith  h i s  f a i t h  t h a t  h e r  m ystery  i s  p a r t  o f  th e  " u n ra v e la b le  
i n s c r u ta b l e n e s s  o f  God" (p . 166). P i e r r e  de te rm in es  t h a t  I s a b e l ' s  
m ystery  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  a " sa c re d  problem" (p . 166) ; he f u r t h e r  c h a rac ­
t e r i z e s  th e  e f f e c t  t h a t  h e r  m yste ry  has  on him as  p a r t  o f  a " P a n t h e i s t i c  
m a s t e r s p e l l ,  which e t e r n a l l y  lo c k s  in  m ystery  and muteness th e  u n iv e r s a l  
s u b je c t  w orld"  (p . 178). P i e r r e  views I s a b e l  as a h e av e n -sen t  a g en t  in  
h i s  l i f e ,  who can make even th e  n a t u r a l  w orld  seem godly through th e  
w o n d erfu lly  d iv in e  e f f e c t  t h a t  she c r e a t e s  on h e r  su r ro u n d in g s .  I t  i s  
no t d i f f i c u l t  to  see th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between P i e r r e ' s  i n i t i a l  pan theism
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a t  Saddle Meadows and t h i s  " P a n th e i s t i c  m a s t e r s p e l l "  (p . 178) t h a t  he 
f e e l s  I s a b e l  c a s t s  on him and on n a tu r e .
P i e r r e ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  I s a b e l  b e g in s  a t  Saddle Meadows. As 
long  as P i e r r e  s t a y s  w ith  I s a b e l  a t  the  Meadows, he i s  in c l in e d  to  view 
h e r  and h e r  n a t u r a l  m y s te r io u sn ess  as  p r im a r i ly  a d iv in e ly  d i c t a t e d  
m ystery . Once, however, P i e r r e  le a v e s  th e  Meadows and e n te r s  the  r e a l  
world o f  e x p e r ien c e  in  New York C i ty ,  I s a b e l ' s  m ystery  and P i e r r e ' s  
b e l i e f  in  th a t  m ystery  as a  p ro p h e t ic  r e v e l a t i o n  both  lo s e  t h e i r  s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l  c h a r a c te r .
When P ie r r e  abandons th e  Meadows, m oral o rd e r  abandons him. He 
and h i s  two charges  a re  c a s t  in to  th e  h e l l i s h ,  immoral w orld  o f  the  
c o r ru p t  c i t y .  The scene t h a t  g r e e t s  th e  t r a v e l e r s  a t  th e  p o l ic e  s t a t i o n  
i s  i n d i c a t i v e  of t h i s  immoral w orld : "Both men and women, gave down­
r i g h t  b a t t l e  to th e  o f f i c e r s j . . . .The t h i e v e s ' - q u a r t e r s ,  and a l l  the  
b r o t h e l s ,  Lock-and-Sin h o s p i t a l s  f o r  i n c u r a b le s ,  and in f i r m a r i e s  and 
in fe rn o e s  of h e l l  seemed to  have made one combined s o r t i e ,  and poured 
out upon e a r th  through th e  v i l e  vom itory  o f  some unm entionable  c e l l a r "  
(pp. 282-83) . The c i t y  i s  n o t  in  tune  w i th  n a t u r a l  o rd e r  b u t  r a t h e r  
w ith  chaos. Furtherm ore , th e  p e rs o n a l  m o r a l i ty  o r  code o f  beh av io r  th a t  
does p r e v a i l  in  t h i s  world i s  a k in d  of m oral r e l a t i v i s m  o u t l in e d  in  the  
Plinlimmon pamphlet: "The h ig h e s t  a b s t r a c t  heaven ly  r ig h te o u s n e s s  i s
n o t  on ly  im p o ss ib le ,  bu t would be e n t i r e l y  o u t  of p la c e ,  and p o s i t i v e l y  
wrong in  a world l i k e  t h i s "  (p. 250). The pamphlet t o l e r a t e s  s e l f i s h  
a c t io n  because such a c t io n  i s  human (pp. 250-51) . Thus the  m oral fo rc e s  
and the  p e rso n a l  code t h a t  o p e ra te  in  th e  c i t y  a re  the  o p p o s i te  o f  
P i e r r e ' s  view o f a world o f  moral o rd e r .
Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  th e  immoral fo rc e s  in  the  c i t y ,  so o p p o s i te  to
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the  moral benevolence  o f  th e  c o u n t ry s id e ,  a c t  as a b a r r i e r  to  P i e r r e ' s  
c l e a r  u n d e rs tan d in g  of God's w i l l  and word. The s h a r p e s t  c o n t r a s t  between 
P i e r r e ' s  a b i l i t y  to  h e a r  and know God's c l e a r  d i c t a t e  re g a rd in g  I s a b e l  a t  
Saddle Meadows and h i s  i n a b i l i t y  to  h e a r  God's vo ice  once he le a v e s  the  
Meadows i s  i n d ic a te d  in  the  fo l lo w in g  e x c e r p t s .  At th e  Meadows, "The 
deep vo ice  of the  be in g  of I s a b e l  c a l l e d  to  him from out th e  immense d i s ­
ta n ce s  o f  sky and a i r ,  and th e re  seemed no v e to  o f  th e  e a r t h  t h a t  could 
f o r b id  h e r  heaven ly  c laim " (p . 203). A f te r  P i e r r e  and I s a b e l  leav e  the  
Meadows, however, "S i le n c e  i s  th e  on ly  v o ic e  of o u r  God (p. 2 3 9 ) . . . . But 
P ie r re -w h e re  could h£  f in d  th e  Church, th e  monument, the  B ib le ,  which 
u n eq u iv o ca l ly  s a id  to  him-'Go on: thou a re  in  th e  R ig h t;  I  endorse  thee
a l l  o v e r ;  go o n " 1 (p. 240).
Q uite  sim ply P i e r r e  has l o s t  h i s  way in  the  immoral world of th e  
c i t y .  This moral d i s l o c a t i o n  le a d s  to  a s e r io u s  q u e s t io n in g  o f  h i s  
p ro p h e t ic  v o c a t io n .  The p la ce  to  which P i e r r e  r e t r e a t s  and examines 
th e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  h i s  p ro p h e t ic  commitment to  I s a b e l  as  God's agen t 
i s  c a l l e d ,  most s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  th e  Church o f the  A p o s t le s .  I t  i s  here  
t h a t  P i e r r e  t r i e s  to  r e a f f i r m  th e  d i r e c t  and a ssu re d  c o n ta c t  w ith  the  
d i v i n i t y  t h a t  he s i n c e r e ly  b e l ie v e d  was h i s  a t  Saddle Meadows. I t  i s  
h e r e ,  u n f o r tu n a te ly ,  t h a t  P i e r r e  d is c o v e rs  th e  I m p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  ev er  
p o s se s s in g  such a s s u re d ,  p ro p h e t ic  t r u t h  a g a in .
The Church o f  th e  A po st les  i s  most l i t e r a l l y  th e  sav ing  r e t r e a t  
fo r  P i e r r e ,  I s a b e l ,  and D e lly . Unequipped to  d e a l  w ith  th e  m oral chaos 
In  th e  c i t y ,  the  t r i o  f in d  re fu g e  in  t h i s  misshapen tow er. Sym bolica lly  
the  Church o f  the  A p o s t le s ,  w ith  i t s  "worm e a te n  p u l p i t "  (p. 312) i s  a
g
f a l l e n  temple of God. F ur therm ore , the  church i s  in h a b i te d  by a group 
o f p h i lo s o p h e rs  and s t a r v in g  a e s th e te s  rumored to  "have some m yste r ious
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u l t e r i o r  o b j e c t ,  vaguely  connected  w ith  th e  a b so lu te  o v e r tu rn in g  o f  
Church and S t a t e ,  and the  h a s ty  and prem ature  advance o f  some unknown 
g r e a t  p o l i t i c a l  and r e l i g i o u s  M illennium" (p. 315). P i e r r e ' s  r e t r e a t  to  
t h i s  church in  o rd e r  to  r e a f f i r m  h i s  p ro p h e t ic  c a l l i n g  i s  thus  doomed 
from the  s t a r t .  God no lo n g e r  i n h a b i t s  t h i s  tem ple . I t s  in h a b i t a n t s  
a r e  a l l ,  to  some e x t e n t ,  r e l i g i o u s  a n a r c h i s t s ,  u n b e l ie v e r s  in  th e  k ind  
o f  s im ple f a i t h  t h a t  P i e r r e  h e ld  a t  Saddle Meadows.
P i e r r e ' s  p lan  o f  course  i s  to  r e s id e  a t  the  Church o f the  A postles  
w h ile  he r e v i s e s  and s e l l s  some o f h i s  a d o le s c e n t  p o e t r y ,  p o e try  w r i t t e n  
a t  Saddle Meadows and f i l l e d  w ith  sim ple rom an tic  and r e l i g i o u s  s e n t i ­
m ents. S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  h i s  j u v e n a l i a  appea rs  to  be w ith o u t  va lu e  when 
seen  in  the  r e a l ,  ungodly atm osphere o f  the  f a l l e n  temple t h a t  i s  the  
Church o f the  A p o s t le s .  As P i e r r e  says  to  I s a b e l ,  " I s a b e l ,  in  t h a t  
c h e s t  a re  th in g s  [ h i s  j u v e n i l e  w r i t i n g s ]  which in  the  hour of composi­
t i o n ,  I  though t th e  v e ry  heavens looked in  from th e  windows in  a s t o n i s h ­
ment a t  t h e i r  beau ty  and power. Then, a f te r w a r d ,  when days cooled me 
down, and ag a in  I took  them up and scanned them, some u n d e r ly in g  s u s p i ­
c io n s  i n t r u d e d ; . . . .A l l  t h i s  t im e ,  th e r e  was th e  l a t e n t  s u sp ic io n  of 
f o l l y ;  b u t  I  would n o t  admit i t "  (p . 320).
Th is  l o s s  of f a i t h  in  h i s  e a r l y  work, work t h a t  was e x to l l e d  by 
one o f  P i e r r e ' s  c r i t i c s  as  "b lam eless  in  m o ra ls ,  and harm less th ro ughou t"  
(p. 289) i s  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  P i e r r e ' s  lo s s  of c o n ta c t  w ith  what he b e l ie v e d  
to  be the  d iv in e  e lem en ts  in  h i s  e x p e r ien c e  a t  Saddle Meadows. He can 
no lo n g e r  b e l ie v e  in  the  s e n t im e n ta l  p o e try  t h a t  he w rote because  h i s  
w orld i s  no lo n g e r  a s e n t im e n ta l  p l a c e .  He h a s ,  as he s a y s ,  a  s u sp ic io n  
t h a t  he was a fo o l  a t  Saddle Meadows to  b e l ie v e  and w r i t e  such th in g s  as 
he d id .  Moreover, and most im p o r ta n t ly ,  w ith  t h i s  o ld  f a i t h  gone, P ie r r e
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vows to  r e p la c e  i t  w ith  an even more a r d e n t , more m ature view o f  e x p e r i ­
ence : " I s a b e l ,  I  w i l l  w r i te  such t h i n g s - I  w i l l  g o s p e l iz e  th e  world anew,
and show them deeper s e c r e t s  than  th e  A p o ca ly p se !-I  w i l l  w r i te  i t ,  X 
w i l l  w r i te  i t ! "  (p . 321).
P i e r r e ' s  vow to  g o s p e l iz e  th e  world anew i s  made r a s h ly  in  th e  hope 
t h a t  such a rd e n t  r e d e d ic a t io n  to  h i s  w r i t i n g  w i l l  overwhelm h i s  f e e l in g s  
o f  fo o l i s h n e s s  and b e t r a y a l .  P i e r r e  had e a r l i e r  made a  s im i l a r  ra sh  
d e d ic a t io n  to  I s a b e l  as God's ag en t  when he f i r s t  f e l t  the  f a i l i n g  of 
h i s  d iv in e ly  sa n c t io n e d  f a i t h  (p . 7 6 -7 7 ) .  Thus w h ile  P i e r r e ' s  d e d ic a ­
t i o n  to  g o s p e l iz e  th e  world anew i s  j u s t  as in te n s e  as h i s  e a r l i e r  p ro ­
p h e t i c  c la im s to  a c t  as God's p ro p h e t ,  h i s  p e rc e p t io n  o f God's w i l l  and 
d iv in e  a c t io n  i s  now m arkedly c loudy . He can no lo n g e r  f e e l  o r  b e l ie v e  
th a t  h i s  s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  defense  o f  I s a b e l  i s  v i r t u o u s .  She q u e s t io n s  
him: " P ie r r e ?  T e l l  me f i r s t  what i s  V ir tu e ;  b e g in !"  (p . 321). And
P ie r r e  r e p l i e s ,  " i f  on t h a t  p o in t  th e  gods a re  dumb, s h a l l  a pigmy 
speak?" (p. 321).
P i e r r e  has l o s t  h i s  d i r e c t  c o n ta c t  w ith  God, h i s  f a i t h  in  I s a b e l  
as God's a g e n t ,  and f i n a l l y  h i s  f a i t h  in  h im s e lf  as  God's p ro p h e t .  The 
q u e s t io n  t h a t  p u rsu e s  him I s  how d id  t h i s  happen? H is r e s id e n c e  in  an 
a p p a re n t ly  g o d le ss  temple in  an openly  immoral c i t y  i s  an a c t io n  t h a t  
does n o t  seem to  be com ple te ly  P i e r r e ’s f a u l t .  He a c te d  on what he 
though t were d iv in e  commands. Thus some ev idence  p o in t s  to  th e  p o s s i b i l ­
i t y  t h a t  God h im s e lf  has dece ived  P i e r r e  i n t o  th in k in g  t h a t  h i s  concern
9
f o r  I s a b e l  was a s a c re d  d u ty .  As the  n a r r a t o r  a s s e r t s ,  "There i s  s t i l l  
an o th e r  hour which fo l lo w s ,  when he [ P ie r r e ]  l e a r n s  t h a t  in  h i s  i n f i n i t e  
com parative  m inu teness  and a b j e c t n e s s ,  th e  gods do l ik e w is e  d e sp is e  him. 
And own him n o t  o f  t h e i r  c l a n . . .E v e n  the  p a t e r n a l  gods them selves d id
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now d e s e r t  P i e r r e "  (p . 348-49) .
P i e r r e  r e f l e c t s  th e  d e s p a i r  th a t  he f e e l s  in  the face  o f  God’s 
p o s s ib le  d e ce p t io n .  V iv ia ,  a c h a r a c te r  in  P i e r r e ' s  new "gospe l"  
s t a t e s ,  "Oh God, t h a t  man should  s p o i l  and r u s t  on th e  s t a l k ,  and be 
w i l te d  and th re sh ed  e re  th e  h a r v e s t  h a th  come! And o f  God, th a t  men 
t h a t  c a l l  them selves men should  s t i l l  i n s i s t  on a  laugh! I  h a te  th e  
w orld , and could  tram ple  a l l  lungs  o f  mankind as  g ra p e s ,  and h e e l  them 
out of t h e i r  b r e a th ,  to  th in k  of th e  woe and th e  c a n t - to  th in k  of the  
Tru th  and the  L ie !"  (p. 357). V iv ia 's  cu rse  on the  w o rld ,  which i s  to  
say P i e r r e ' s  cu rse  on th e  w o rld ,  i s  y e t  an o th e r  r a s h ly  conceived s t a t e ­
ment which s e iz e s  upon the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  God's d e ce p t io n  and a m p l i f ie s  
such a n o t io n  in to  an a b so lu te  t r u t h . ^
The most r a t i o n a l  e x p la n a t io n  f o r  P i e r r e ' s  lo s s  of f a i t h  and con­
t a c t  w ith  God in  th e  c i t y  i s  n o t  th a t  God i s  d e c e p t iv e  in  n a tu r e ,  bu t 
t h a t  P i e r r e  i s  c o n s i s t e n t ly  ra sh  and i r r a t i o n a l  in  h i s  response  to  the  
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t r u t h .  In  B ra s w e l l 's  words, P i e r r e  engages in  " r e c k le s s  
s e l f - in d u lg e n c e " ’*"'*' when he s e iz e s  as t r u t h  th e  r a t i o n a l  p o s s i b i l i t y  
th a t  I s a b e l  i s  God's a g e n t ,  and th a t  God i s  a d e ce p t iv e  t r i c k s t e r .  
P i e r r e  never t r u l y ,  i . e . cooly  and a n a l y t i c a l l y ,  faces  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  
t h a t  I s a b e l  may no t be h i s  r e a l  s i s t e r  s e n t  to him by God. When such 
a doubt o c c u r s ,  P i e r r e  le a p s  to cover such sk e p t ic ism  w ith  p ro p h e t ic  
te s tam en t to  h e r  d iv in e  m is s io n .  S im i la r ly ,  when the r e a l  p o s s i b i l i t y  
t h a t  God has dece ived  him s t r i k e s  f a l t e r i n g  P i e r r e  in  New York c i t y ,  
th e re  i s  no coo l a n a ly s i s  o f  t h i s  doubt about d iv in e  benevolence . 
In s te a d  ra sh  P i e r r e  l e t s  blasphemous words f l y  from h i s  new gospe l.
To be a t ru e  p ro p h e t ,  as  F le tc h e r  a t t e s t s ,  one must p re se rv e  h i s
12e t e r n a l  v e r i t i e s ,  " h is  m o ra l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and r e l i g i o u s  p r i n c i p l e s , "
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w hile  he l i v e s  in  the  world o f  men, and th e  ta n g le  o f  human e x p e r ien c e .
F le tc h e r  adds, th e  "method o f  prophecy i s  to  ho ld  the  e t e r n a l  and th e
ephemeral in  s im u ltaneous  co p re sen ce ,  b a lan c in g  p r i n c i p l e  a g a in s t  un- 
13s t a b l e  r e a l i t y . "  P i e r r e ’ s p ro p h e t ic  method i s  j u s t  th e  o p p o s i te ;  he 
b a lan c e s  u n s ta b le  r e a l i t y  a g a in s t  p r i n c i p l e .  Because he f e e l s  th a t  
I s a b e l  might r e a l l y  be h i s  s i s t e r ,  P i e r r e  b e l ie v e s  t h a t  she i s  s en t  to  
him by God. Because P i e r r e  ex p e r ien c e s  f a i l u r e  in  h i s  e f f o r t s  to  
champion I s a b e l ,  he blames God f o r  m a le v o len t ly  t r e a t i n g  man.
P i e r r e ' s  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c t e r ,  th e n ,  i s  u l t im a te ly  the  r e s u l t  o f  
h i s  own rush  to  b e l i e v e  t h a t  h i s  a c t io n s  a r e  d iv in e ly  san c t io n e d .  He 
can be s a id  to  no more t r u l y  have heard  th e  word of God a t  Saddle 
Meadows, than  to  have t r u l y  seen  "w ith  p r o p h e t ic  d is c o m f i tu re "  (p . 407) 
the  face  of Enceladus superimposed on h i s  own head . Both ev en ts  happen 
in  a dream; I s a b e l  appea rs  to  him in  th e  d ream lik e ,  i d y l l i c  w orld o f  
Saddle Meadows, and Enceladus appea rs  in  a n ig h tm arish  v i s i o n .  In each 
dream, P i e r r e  does n o t  see r e a l i t y .  When th e  r e a l  w orld  does co n fro n t  
him, he i s  unable  to d e a l  w ith  i t .
F in a l l y ,  M e lv i l le  seems to  be say in g  th a t  P i e r r e ’ s f a t e  w i l l  be 
th e  f a t e  of every  man who c l in g s  too c lo s e ly  to  ap p aren t t r u t h  as  an 
a b s o lu t e ,  d iv in e  command; "For th e re  i s  no f a i t h ,  and no s to ic i s m ,  and 
no p h ilo so p h y , t h a t  a  m o r ta l  man can p o s s ib ly  evoke, which w i l l  s tan d  
the  f i n a l  t e s t  o f a r e a l  im passioned o n se t o f  L i f e "  (p . 340). Unlike 
Ish m ae l, who has no f a i t h ,  no s to ic i s m ,  and no ph ilo so p h y  th a t  he c a l l s  
h i s  own a b s o lu t e ly ,  P i e r r e  has very  i d e a l i z e d  n o t io n s  about God and 
the  way t h a t  God wants him to  a c t  in  the  w orld . One measure o f  the  
d i f f e r e n c e  between P i e r r e  and Ishmael as c h a r a c te r s  and p ro p h e ts  can 
be seen most d r a m a t ic a l ly  in  the  outcome o f  each n o v e l .  Where Ishmael
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su rv iv e s  to  t e l l  o f  h i s  e x p e r ien c e  in  h i s  own expansive  and thorough 
way, P i e r r e  k i l l s  h im s e lf  and murders h i s  on ly  l i v i n g  r e l a t i v e  as a con­
sequence o f  h i s  p r o p h e t ic  e x p e r ie n c e .
At th e  o u t s e t  o f  t h i s  c h a p te r ,  i t  was s t a t e d  t h a t  P i e r r e  lacked  
the  s k e p t ic is m  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  ex p an s iv en ess  t h a t  were both  so v i t a l  
and n e c e s sa ry  to  I s h m a e l 's  su cc e ss  a s  a  p ro p h e t .  C le a r ly  th e  a n a ly s i s  
of P i e r r e ' s  c h a r a c t e r ,  d em o n s tra t in g  h i s  em otiona l o b s e s s io n  w ith  
I s a b e l  a s  a d iv in e ly  a p p o in te d  source  of t r u t h ,  i n d i c a t e s  th e  b a s ic  
reason  why P i e r r e  la c k s  th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s t a t u r e  t h a t  Ishm ael h a s .  
P i e r r e ' s  i n t u i t i o n  of the  heaven ly  hand o f God in  human a f f a i r s  i s  
a b s o lu te  and unchecked. And even though P i e r r e  b u t t r e s s e s  h i s  Saddle 
Meadows i n t u i t i o n s  w ith  p r o p h e t ic  a s s u ra n c e s ,  he cannot s u s t a i n  b e l i e f  
in  h i s  a s s e r t i o n s  as  d iv in e  e d i c t s .  P i e r r e ,  a lthough  he t r i e s  w ith  
a l l  h i s  h e a r t ,  cannot g ra sp  God in  th e  n a t u r a l  w orld  w ith  th e  same k ind  
of c o n v ic t io n  t h a t  Ishm ael has  when he see s  s u p e r n a tu r a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  
in  th e  godly w hale. P i e r r e ' s  f a i l u r e  as  a p rophe t bespeaks th e  f a i l u r e  
o f  one who p ro c la im s  an a b s o lu te  p e rc e p t io n  o f the  d iv in e  in  n a tu re .
For any person  such n o t io n s  a r e  p r e c a r i o u s ;  f o r  a  M e lv i l le a n  c h a r a c t e r ,  
however, such a b s o lu te  p e rc e p t io n  i s  f a t a l .
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4
N a th a l i a  w r ig h t ,  M e l v i l l e ' s  Use of th e  B ib le  (Durham: Duke 
U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1949): "But h i s  [ P i e r r e ' s ]  f a t e ,  and B i l l y  Budd's  i s  
by no means un ique . I t  i s  l i k e  th a t  o f  th e  p r o p h e t s . . .men in fu se d  w ith  
th e  s p i r i t  bu t p e rs e c u te d  by the  w o r ld ,"  p . 108. Among th e  c r i t i c s ,  
W right a lo n e  comes c lo s e s t  to  v iew ing P i e r r e ' s  a c t i o n s  as th o se  o f  a 
p ro p h e t .
^C harles  Moorman, " M e lv i l l e ' s  P i e r r e  and th e  F o r tu n a te  F a l l , "  
American L i t e r a t u r e , 25 (March, 1953): " I s a b e l  i s  th e  p o t e n t i a l  agen t
of P i e r r e ' s  s a l v a t i o n , "  p. 25.
^W illiam  B ra sw e ll ,  "The S a t i r i c a l  Temper o f  M e l v i l l e ' s  P i e r r e . " 
American L i t e r a t u r e , 7 (J an u a ry ,  1936), pp. 424-438.
^Murray, pp. 49-57 .
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Angus F le t c h e r ,  The P ro p h e t ic  Moment (Chicago: U n iv e r s i ty  of
Chicago P r e s s ,  1971). A rc h e ty p a l ly  th e  c o n se c ra te d  tem ple o r  church i s  
a  sac red  p la c e  "w ith in  which a l l  i s  o rd e re d  and t h e o r e t i c a l l y  in d e ­
s t r u c t i b l e , "  p. 15. Obviously  th e  Church o f  the  A p o s t le s  i s  q u i te  
d i f f e r e n t  from th e  s a c re d  tem ple.
9
Lawrance Thompson, M e l v i l l e ' s  Q u a rre l  w ith  God (P r in c e to n :  
P r in c e to n  U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1952): "Only s low ly  does P i e r r e  reco g n ize
th e  p re v io u s ly  unguessed and unacknowledged c o l lu s io n  between God Him self 
and P i e r r e ' s  en em ies ,"  p. 279.
" ^ I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  Murray n o te s  t h a t  some o f V i v i a 's  ( P i e r r e ' s )  words 
h e r e ,  "and could tram ple  a l l  lungs  o f  mankind as  g r a p e s ,"  a re  an echo 
o f ,  " I  have trodden  th e  w in ep ress  a lo n e ;  and of th e  people  th e re  was none 
w ith  me: f o r  I  w i l l  t r e a d  them in  mine a n g e r ,  and tram p le  them in  my
fu ry "  ( I s a i a h ,  6 3 ,3 ) ,  p . 495. M e l v i l l e ' s  a d a p ta t io n  o f  I s a i a h ' s  prophecy 
i s  a f u r t h e r  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  how P ie r r e  has f a l l e n  as  a p ro p h e t ;  I s a i a h ' s  
words a re  used in  r a n t ,  n o t  in  r e v e l a t i o n .
■^William B ra sw e ll ,  M e l v i l l e ' s  R e l ig io u s  Thought (Durham: Duke
U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1949), p . 105.
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12 F le tc h e r ,  p. 5. 
" ^ F le tc h e r ,  p. 5
CHAPTER IV
THE DECEIVING PROPHET: THE CONFIDENCE-MAN
In P i e r r e , M e lv i l le  e x p lo re s  th e  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  a man who a s p i r e s  
to  an a b so lu te  s tan d a rd  of a c t io n  and who c la im s d iv in e  s a n c t io n  fo r  
such a c t i o n s .  P i e r r e  f a i l s  in  h i s  a c t io n s  as  a p rophe t to  b r in g  in to  
f r u i t i o n  what he m is ta k en ly  b e l i e v e s  i s  d iv in e  w i l l .  M e l v i l l e ' s  view 
o f p ro p h e ts  who c la im  to  know God's word a b s o lu t e ly ,  and who c la im  to  
know how to  e f f e c t  God's w i l l  a b s o lu t e ly  in  t h i s  world i s  u n q u es tio n ­
a b ly  rev e a le d  through P i e r r e ' s  a c t i o n s .  Men who a s p i r e  to  p ro p h e t ic  
s t a t u r e  w i l l  on ly  to p p le  them selves  i n  s e l f - d o u b t  and s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n .  
The p r o p h e t ic  f ig u r e  th u s  evo lves  from a sometimes r e l i a b l e  one, in  
Mardi and Moby-Dick, to  a t o t a l l y  u n r e l i a b l e  one in  P i e r r e . The 
Confidence-Man f u r t h e r s  t h i s  developm ent, o r  d e t e r i o r a t i o n ,  o f  th e  p ro ­
p h e t ic  f ig u re  in  M e l v i l l e ' s  w r i t i n g .  For in  The Confidence-Man, the  
p ro p h e t ic  f ig u r e  i s  n o t  only  u n r e l i a b l e ,  b u t  a l s o  c o n sc io u s ly  d is h o n e s t  
and ungodly in  h i s  d e a l in g s  w ith  men. P rophets  in  t h i s  grim ly  p ic a re sq u e  
n ove l devote t h e i r  e f f o r t s  no t to  r e v e a l in g  God's word b u t  to  under­
mining man's f a i t h  in  God. The p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s  in  The Confldence-Man 
a re  b ra z en ly  f a l s e  and i r o n i c ;  t h e i r  d ece p t io n  s e r io u s ly  reduces  the  
c r e d i b i l i t y  o f  the  p r o p h e t ' s  r o l e .  M e lv i l le  d i s c lo s e s  t h a t  man cannot 
t r u s t  in  the  p ro p h e t ic  r o l e  as a v i a b l e  way o f knowing d iv in e  w i l l .
The Confidence-Man i s  a book about an im p o s te r ,  a Confidence Man 
who p l i e s  h i s  t r a d e  in  v a r io u s  d i s g u is e s  aboard  a M is s i s s ip p i  s team boat. 
E arly  in  the  n o v e l ,  c lo th e d  in  th e  garb o f  a Negro b eg g ar ,  the
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Confidence Man f o r e t e l l s  the  many costumes t h a t  he w i l l  su b seq u en tly  
don to  e f f e c t  h i s  c h ica n e ry :  "Dar i s  aboard  h e re  a werry n i c e ,  good
ge'mann wid a weed, and a ge'mman in  a g ray  co a t and w h ite  t i e ,  what 
knows a l l  about me; and a ge'mann wid a b ig  book, to o ,  and a y a rb -  
d o c to r ;  and a  ge'mann in  a  y a l l e r  w est;  and a ge'mman wid a  b ra s s  p l a t e ;  
and a ge'mman in  a w io le t  ro b e ' and a  ge'mman as a  sodjer," '* ' These 
many d i s g u i s e s  p rov ide  th e  Confidence Man w ith  th e  cover needed to  ga in  
th e  confidence  and money o f  the  p a sse n g e rs .  The im posture  of th e  Con­
f id e n c e  Man a l s o  d i s g u i s e s  h i s  t r u e  i d e n t i t y  and m iss io n  which seem
to  be d i a b o l i c a l  in  n a tu r e .  In  E l iz a b e th  F o s t e r ' s  words, "The Confi­
dence Man h im se lf  i s  M e l v i l l e ' s  most i r o n i c  and b i t t e r  p resen tm en t o f  
h i s  h a l f  m y s t ic a l  ap p rehens ion  o f e v i l  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  th in g s .  The
e v i l  i s  t h r u s t  c lo se  h e re ;  the  d e v i l  goes to  and f ro  in  th e  e a r th  and
2
walks up and down in  i t . "
D isgu ised  a s  a d e v i l ,  the  Confidence Man speaks and a c t s  in  ways
t h a t  assume an a l l e g o r i c a l  and m e ta p h y s ica l  s ig n i f i c a n c e  f a r  beyond
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s im ple  d e c e p t io n .  The Confidence Man becomes a s u p e r n a tu r a l  d e c e iv e r ,  
an enemy of the  Lord who uses  God's word, s p e c i f i c a l l y  s c r i p t u r e ,  in
a f a l s e  and i r o n i c a l  way to  dece ive  man and to  le a d  him away from God.
C lo thed  in  h i s  v a r io u s  d i s g u i s e s ,  th e  Confidence Man i s  a f a l s e ,  e v e r  
changing d e c e iv e r  who dupes men ou t o f  e a r t h l y  g a in .  Mouthing the  
words o f  s c r i p t u r e  in  h i s  d e c e p t io n s ,  th e  Confidence Man i s  a fo rm idab le  
t h r e a t  to  m an 's  s p i r i t u a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  God. The Confidence Man's 
abuse o f  s c r i p t u r e  b re a k s  th e  d iv in e  l i n k  between God and man t h a t  e x i s t s  
i n  the  t r u t h f u l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of s c r i p t u r e  and in  p r o p h e t ic  speech .
As F le tc h e r  w r i t e s ,  "The p rophe t who speaks f o r  th e  D e ity  a l so  t r i e s  to  
make h i s  v i s io n  a v a i l a b l e  to  th e  o rd in a ry  b e l i e v e r  by t r a n s l a t i n g  the
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word o f  th e  Lord i n to  th e  v e r n a c u la r . . . .The l i v e l y  o r a c le s  o f  God 
e x e r c i s e  t h a t  s k i l l  which i s  th e  b a s i s  o f  Reform ation f a i t h ,  th e  in d e ­
pendent power o f  re ad in g  and i n t e r p r e t i n g  a t e x t . " ^
N e c e s s a r i ly  t h i s  c h a p te r  w i l l  focus  on th e  Confidence Man's p a r t i ­
c u la r  use and abuse o f  s c r i p t u r e .  For i t  i s  on th o se  o c ca s io n s  when 
the  Confidence Man invokes s c r i p t u r e  to  g a in  m an 's  con fidence  t h a t  the  
Confidence Man speaks  as  a f a l s e  and d e c e iv in g  p ro p h e t ,  a p e r v e r t e r  of 
God's word. John Ringman and Frank Goodman a re  two p a r t i c u l a r  ch a rac ­
t e r i z a t i o n s  o r  m a n i f e s t a t io n s  of th e  many fa c e d ,  m u l t i t a l e n t e d  C onfi­
dence Man, who p a r t i c u l a r l y  abuse th e  B ib le  to  accom plish  t h e i r  s e l f i s h  
aims.
Before  th e se  two c h a r a c te r s  appear in  th e  n o v e l ,  two o th e r  c h a r ­
a c t e r s ,  who a l s o  have a s i g n i f i c a n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  s c r i p t u r e ,  board  
the  F id e le .  The deaf  mute and Black Guinea open th e  no v e l  w ith  a 
s t a r t l i n g  c o n t r a s t  o f  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and t r u t h s .  The d e a f  m ute, who 
l i t e r a l l y  b r in g s  S t .  P a u l ' s  e p i s t l e  on c h a r i t y  to  th e  p a s s e n g e r s ,  i s  
hooted  and je e r e d  from th e  deck. The mute may be a c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  
o f  th e  Confidence Man.’’ What i s  more im p o r tan t  than  th e  m u te 's  
i d e n t i t y  i s  the  f a c t  t h a t  he f a i l s  to  win th e  p a sse n g e rs  o v e r  to  the  
t r u t h  espoused in  S t.  P a u l ' s  e p i s t l e  on c h a r i t y .  Such a f a i l u r e  
sym bolizes the  f a i l u r e  o f  th e  d iv in e  love  in  t h i s  w orld . Thus e a r ly  
in  the  no v e l  M e lv i l le  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  man ig n o re s  God's word. As the  
d isch a rg e d  Custom House o f f i c i a l  p ro c la im s ,  "To where i t  b e longs  w ith  
your c h a r i ty . '  to  heaven w ith  i t ! . . .  h e re  on e a r t h ,  t r u e  c h a r i t y  
d o te s ,  and f a l s e  c h a r i t y  p l o t s "  (p . 14 ) .
Black Guinea i s  the  f i r s t  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  of th e  Confidence Man 
to  appear a f t e r  th e  deaf m u te 's  ban ishm ent.  The Negro, " c u t  down to
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the  s t a t u r e  o f  a  Newfoundland dog" (p . 9 ) ,  I s  a  d i s g u is e d  d e v i l  lo o se
among the C h r i s t i a n  t r a v e l e r s . ^  F u r therm ore , t h i s  c r ip p le d  f ig u r e  i s
an a d a p ta t io n  o f  s t i l l  a n o th e r  p a r t  o f  S t .  P a u l ’ s  e p i s t l e .  Thomas
Q uirk  a rg u es  co n v in c in g ly  t h a t  B lack Guinea and th e  f ig u r e s  t h a t  he
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c la im s w i l l  vouch fo r  him a re  adap ted  from S t .  P a u l ’s e s p i t l e :
"And God h a th  s e t  some in  the  chu rch ,  f i r s t  a p o s t l e s ,  s e c o n d a r i ly  
p ro p h e ts ,  t h i r d l y  t e a c h e r s ,  a f t e r  t h a t  m i r a c l e s ,  then  g i f t s  of h e a l ­
i n g s ,  h e lp s ,  governm ents, d i v e r s i t i e s  of tongues"  (1 Cor. 1 2 :2 8 ) .
The f i g u r e s  in  S t .  P a u l ' s  e p i s t l e  a re  God's ap p o in ted  d e le g a te s  to  th e
Church. Black Guinea and h i s  f r i e n d s  a re  of cou rse  i r o n i c  in v e r s io n s  
o f  th e se  h e l p f u l  d e le g a te s .  To see Black Guinea as  a p ro p h e t ,  as
g
Quirk c la im s ,  one must r e a l i z e  t h a t  th e  Negro i s  a f a l s e  p ro p h e t ,  a
d e v i l  lo o se  in  the  world and a d e v i l  who m an ip u la te s  s c r i p t u r e  f o r
h i s  own p e rv e rse  re a so n s .  The f i g u r e s  t h a t  Black Guinea c laim s w i l l  
appear to  vouch f o r  h i s  s i n c e r i t y  do indeed  a p p ea r .  But they  a re  no t 
God's d e le g a te s ;  they  a re  d e c e iv e rs  p ro p h e s ied  by a f a l s e  p ro p h e t .
These f i g u r e s ,  n o ta b ly  Ringman and Goodman, a l s o  p e r v e r t  and f a l s i f y  
the  word o f  God re v e a le d  in  s c r i p t u r e .
The g o a l  o f  Black Guinea, and o f  a l l  the  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  of the  
Confidence Man t h a t  fo l lo w  G u in ea 's  a p p ea ran ce ,  i s  to  make men b e l ie v e  
in  th e  Confidence Man and n o t  in  God. As Guinea s t a t e s ,  "No con fidence  
in  d is  poor o ld  d a r k le ,  den?" (p . 1 6 ) .  John Ringman and Frank Goodman 
o f  a l l  th e  subsequen t c h a r a c t e r s  i n  th e  book most p e rv a s iv e ly  and p e r ­
s u a s iv e ly  misuse the  B ib le  and th e  p r o p h e t ' s  e x e g e t i c a l  t a l e n t  f o r  
i n t e r p r e t i n g  s c r i p t u r e  to  ach ieve  t h e i r  con fidence  schemes. Aboard 
th e  F id e le ,  a microcosm o f  a w orld  in  danger o f  lo s in g  c o n ta c t  w ith  
d iv in e  t r u t h ,  th e  Confidence Man roams th e  decks a d e v i l  who can quote
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th e  B ib le  to  h i s  own d e c e i t f u l  purpose .
John Ringman i s  the  f i r s t  p e rso n  t h a t  Black Guinea c la im s w i l l  
vouch f o r  the  N eg ro 's  h o n es ty .  Ringman i s  mentioned f i r s t  in  th e  
N eg ro 's  l i s t  as  the  man "wid the  w eed,"  (p . 1 3 ) ,  and when Ringman sub­
se q u e n t ly  appea rs  he wears a  " long weed on h i s  h a t"  (p . 1 9 ) .  P re d ic te d
to  appear by a f a l s e  p ro p h e t ,  Ringman i s  h im s e lf  s u b t ly  d ece iv in g  in
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h i s  own m isuse of th e  p rophe t J e r e m ia h 's  words.
The a l l u s i o n  to  J e re m ia h 's  prophecy comes in  the  c o n tex t  o f  Ring­
man ' s  appea l to  Mr. R o b er ts ,  a  m erchant t h a t  Ringman approaches f o r  
money. When R oberts  adm its  t h a t  he d o e s n ' t  remember m eeting  Ringman 
b e fo re  h i s  e n co u n te r  w ith  him on th e  F id e le ,  Ringman d e c l a r e s ,  "You 
s e e ,  s i r ,  the  mind i s  d u c t i l e ,  v e ry  much so : b u t  im ages, d u c t i l e l y
re c e iv e d  in to  i t ,  need a c e r t a i n  tim e to  harden  and bake in  t h e i r  
im p re s s io n s ,  o th e rw ise  such a c a s u a l ty  a s  I  speak of w i l l  i n  an i n s t a n t  
o b l i t e r a t e  them, as though they  had n ev er  been . We a re  c l a y ,  s i r ,  
p o t t e r ' s  c la y ,  as  th e  good book s a y s ,  f e e b l e ,  and to o - y i e ld in g  c lay "
(p . 21). The p o t t e r ' s  c lay  mentioned in  the  "good book" i s  d is c u s se d  
a t  l e n g th  by Je rem iah , "Then I  went down to  the  p o t t e r ' s  h o u se ,  and, 
b e h o ld ,  he wrought a work on th e  w heels . And th e  v e s s e l  t h a t  he made 
o f c lay  was marred in  the  hand o f the  p o t t e r ;  so he made i t  ag a in  
an o th e r  v e s s e l ,  as  seemed good to  the  p o t t e r  to make i t .  Then the  
word of the  Lord came to  me, say in g  0 house of I s r a e l ,  cannot I  do 
w ith  you a s  t h i s  p o t t e r ?  s a i t h  th e  Lord. Behold, as  the  c lay  i s  in  
the  p o t t e r ' s  hand so a re  ye in  mine hand , 0 house of I s r a e l "
J e r .  18. 3-6 .
Jerem iah  uses  th e  analogy o f c lay  in  the  p o t t e r ' s  hand to  symbolize 
the  power t h a t  God has  over h i s  c r e a t i o n .  God can mold and shape people
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to  do h i s  w i l l  as e a s i l y  a s  th e  p o t t e r  can shape c la y .  Ringman's 
a d a p ta t io n  of J e r e m ia h 's  words c o n ta in s  an i ro n y  th a t  i s  la ck in g  in  
th e  p r o p h e t 's  analogy . Ringman a c c e p ts  th e  m in d 's  d u c t i l i t y  w h ile  he 
a f f i r m s  n o th in g  about God's power to  shape th e  mind. In s te a d  th e  whole 
t h r u s t  o f  Ringman's d is c u s s io n  w ith  R oberts  i s  to  persuade  R oberts  th a t  
man must r e l y  on man to  d is c o v e r  t r u t h .  C le a r l y ,  Ringman i s  t r y in g  to 
make R oberts  r e l y  on the  man w ith  the  weed f o r  th e  t r u t h  about Ringman's 
t r u s tw o r th i n e s s .  When one remembers t h a t  Ringman i s  th e  f i r s t  in c a rn a ­
t io n  o f  Black G u in ea 's  many so c a l l e d  f r i e n d s ,  one r e a l i z e s  the  ominous, 
as w e l l  as i r o n i c a l ,  tone in  Ringman's words. I f  Ringman has the  power 
to  c o r r e c t  th e  im press ions  in  R o b e r ts '  m ind, then  he has th e  power t h a t  
God h a s .  But Ringman i s  c l e a r l y  n o t  God, no r i s  he a t r u e  p rophe t o f  
God. In s te a d  he i s  a man who can m an ipu la te  th e  meaning o f s c r i p t u r e  
and the  words o f  a p rophe t fo r  h i s  own d e c e i t f u l  ends. Ringman m is­
r e p r e s e n t s  J e r e m ia h 's  words f o r  th e  purpose of g a in in g  R o b e r ts '  t r u s t .
Ringman's a d a p ta t io n  o f  the  B ib le  i s  n o t  l im i te d  to  h i s  en coun te r  
w ith  R o b er ts .  In h i s  n ex t c o n ta c t  w ith  man, th e  sophomore who re a d s  
T a c i tu s ,  Ringman e x h o r ts  th e  young man, "Drop T a c i tu s .  His s u b t l e ty  
i s  f a l s i t y .  To him, in  h i s  d o u b le - re f in e d  anatomy of human n a tu re  i s  
w e l l  a p p l ie d  th e  S c r ip tu re  s a y in g - 'T h e re  i s  a  s u b t le  man, and th e  same 
i s  d e c e i v e d . " '  (p. 2 8 ) .  As F o s te r  n o t e s ,  Ringman's r e fe re n c e  to  s c r i p ­
tu r e  i s  a p a s t i c h e  of v a r io u s  v e rs e s  s t ru n g  to g e th e r  to  f i t  h i s  
c o n f id e n ce -g a in in g  p u rp o s e ."^  S treng thened  i t  seems by h i s  trium ph 
over R o b er ts ,  w inning bo th  R o b e r ts '  money and c o n f id en ce ,  Ringman i s  
bo ld  enough to  re a r ra n g e  sac red  s c r i p t u r e  to  r e v e a l  what he wants men 
to  a c c e p t .  The man w ith  th e  weed has e f f e c t i v e l y  removed God from the  
B ib le  and s u b s t i t u t e d  h im se lf  as a u th o r .
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The su cc e ss  t h a t  Ringman has  u s in g  s c r i p t u r e  to  su p p o rt  and v a l i d a t e  
h i s  p le a s  f o r  money i s  a p review  o f  th e  success  t h a t  th e  Confidence Man 
has in  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the  n o v e l .  Not on every o ccas io n  does th e  
Confidence Man use s c r i p t u r e  to win p e o p le s ’ confidence  and money. The 
d e v i l  i s  too c le v e r  to  use the  same ru se  every  tim e. Yet on c e r t a i n  
o cca s io n s  the  Confidence Man adop ts  Ringman's t a c t i c  o f  m an ip u la t in g  
s c r i p t u r e  to  h i s  own s e l f - s e r v i n g  end. M an ifes t in g  h im s e lf  f i r s t  as 
th e  man " in  the  g ray  coa t and w h ite  t i e "  (p. 3 1 ) ,  s o l i c i t i n g  f o r  the  
"Widow and Orphan Asylum r e c e n t ly  founded among th e  Seminoles" (p . 3 1 ) ,  
and then  as th e  herb  d o c to r  in  a s n u f f - c o lo re d  s u r t o u t ,  th e  Confidence 
Man in  the  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  no v e l  ap p ea ls  to  the  p a s s e n g e rs '  c h a r i t y  
by making s c r i p t u r e  appear su p p o r t iv e  o f  h i s  a p p ea l .  When one remembers 
t h a t  a l l  o f  the  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  o f  th e  Confidence Man a re  th e  f u l f i l l ­
ment o f  Black G u in ea 's  l i s t  of men, one r e a l i z e s  t h a t  th e se  two p a r t i c u ­
l a r  m a n i f e s t a t io n s  o f  th e  Confidence Man a re  a l s o  d i a b o l i c a l  f i g u r e s  
who i n t e r p r e t  th e  B ib le  f o r  f a l s e  p u rposes .
The man in  g ra y ,  th e  agen t from th e  Widow and Orphan Asylum, r e ­
c e iv e s  twenty d o l l a r s  from a woman fo r  h i s  c h a r i t y .  Encouraging h e r  to  
donate  money, he quo tes  S t .  P a u l ,  " I  r e j o i c e  t h a t  I  have con fidence  in  
you in  a l l  th in g s "  (p. 5 0 ) .  While he t e l l s  h e r  th a t  h e r  g e n e ro s i ty  
w i l l  be s e t  down in  "an o th e r  r e g i s t e r "  (p . 5 0 ) ,  namely God's r e g i s t e r ,  
i t  i s  u n l ik e ly  t h a t  the  man in  gray  w i l l  use h e r  money to  do God's 
work.
The man in  the  s n u f f -c o lo re d  s u r to u t  a lso  invokes s c r i p t u r e  to  
pe rsuade  th e  o ld  m iser to  buy some of h i s  bogus Omni-Balsamic R eln- 
v ig o r a t o r .  When th e  man in  the  s u r to u t  d e c l a r e s ,  "Yes, when through 
weakness e v e ry th in g  b id s  d e s p a i r ,  then  i s  th e  time to  g e t  s t r e n g th  by
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confidence"  (p. 8 9 ) ,  he i s  echo ing  th e  words o f  I s a i a h ,  " In  q u ie tn e s s  
and i n  confidence  s h a l l  be your s t r e n g th "  I s a i a h .  3 0 :1 5 .^  S i g n i f i ­
c a n t ly  the  man in  the  s u r t o u t ' s  words he re  a re  a p a rap h rase  r a t h e r  
than  a  d i r e c t  quote from th e  B ib le .  As th e  Confidence Man proceeds 
from p assen g e r  to  p a s se n g e r ,  he a s s im i l a t e s  the  c i t a t i o n s  from s c r i p ­
tu re  i n to  h i s  own speech . This  p ro c e ss  o f  a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  making the  
sac red  word i n to  h i s  own word, i s  a su re  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  th e  Confidence
Man i s  u s in g  the  B ib le  to  se rve  h i s  own p u rp o se ,  and n o t  God's purpose .
In  th e  second h a l f  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  th e  Confidence Man as  th e  cosmo­
p o l i t a n ,  Frank Goodman, dom inates the  a c t i o n  in  th e  book and c o n tin u es  
th e  m an ip u la t io n  and m is a p p l ic a t io n  o f  s c r i p t u r e  t h a t  Ringman i n i t i a t e s  
in  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the  n o v e l .  To remind th e  re a d e r  t h a t  t h i s  f i n a l
m a n i f e s t a t io n  o f th e  Confidence Man i s  ve ry  much th e  d e v i l  t h a t  Black
Guinea i s ,  M e lv i l le  g iv e s  Frank Goodman th e  a p p e t i t e  o f  the  d e v i l :  
"Served up a l a  P o le ,  o r  a  l a  Moor, a  l a  Ladrone, o r  a  l a  Yankee, th a t  
good d i s h ,  man, s t i l l  d e l i g h t s  me" (p. 151). As John Shroeder n o te s ,
"We need n o t  go to  th e  F a th e rs  of th e  Church f o r  t h i s  r e f e r e n c e .  Modern
w r i t e r s  from Poe to  C, S. Lewis have no ted  th e  D e v i l ' s  fondness f o r  the
12human so u l  as  a d i s h ."
Goodman i s  the  b e s t  d i s g u is e d  d e v i l  i n  Black G u in ea 's  l i s t .  He 
seems to  be a t  some p o in t s  in  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  a  t r u e  s u p e r n a tu r a l  
ag en t  o f  God. Goodman e n t e r s  the  b a r b e r ' s  shop s a y in g ,  "B less  you, 
b a rb e r"  (p . 2 54 ) , in  a v o ic e  t h a t  sounds l i k e  a " s o r t  o f  s p i r i t u a l  mani­
f e s t a t i o n "  (p . 254). Indeed h i s  manner has convinced some c r i t i c s  t h a t
13Frank Goodman i s  a s in c e r e  speaker  o f  d iv in e  t r u t h .  Goodman's su p e r­
n a t u r a l  appea rance , however, i s  on ly  a g u is e ;  h i s  demonic n a tu re  appears  
in  h i s  p h y s ic a l  resem blance to  th e  S a ta n ic  s e r p e n t  (p. 2 13 ) , and in  h i s
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c le v e r  m is a p p l ic a t io n  o f  th e  B ib le .
The s c r i p t u r a l  t e x t  t h a t  i s  the  fo c a l  p o in t  in  the  c o sm o p o l i tan 's  
en co u n te rs  w ith  W illiam  Cream, th e  b a r b e r ,  and th e  Simeon l i k e  f ig u r e  
of the  o ld  man i s  the  apocryphal Book o f  Wisdom in  th e  Old Testam ent. 
Cream c i t e s  a passage  in  th e  Book of Wisdom, "An enemy sp eak e th  sw ee tly  
w ith  h i s  l i p s ; . . .  I b e l ie v e d  n o t  h i s  many words" (p. 2 6 7 ) ,  as  h i s  gu id ­
ing  t r u t h .  Cream hopes t h a t  th e  t r u t h f u l n e s s  of t h i s  passage  w i l l  h e lp  
him w ith s ta n d  Goodman's f a s t  t a lk in g  a t tem p t to  avoid  pay ing  f o r  h i s  
shave. The cosm opolitan  u n d e rcu ts  the  accuracy  and even th e  a u th o r i t y  
fo r  Cream's b i b l i c a l  p a ssa g e :  " I  n ev er  happen to  have met w ith  those
passage you c i t e "  (p. 268). At t h i s  p o in t  in  t h e i r  c o n v e rsa t io n  
n e i t h e r  Goodman nor Cream in d i c a t e s  t h a t  he knows t h a t  the  Book of 
Wisdom i s  apo cry p h a l.  They bo th  assume th a t  t h i s  apocryphal Book of 
Wisdom, one o f  the  fo u r te e n  n oncanon lca l books o f  th e  Old Testam ent, 
i s  a u t h e n t i c ,  sac re d  s c r i p t u r e .  Goodman, in  h i s  d e n ia l  o f  t h i s  b o o k 's  
e x i s t e n c e ,  r e v e a l s  an ap p a ren t  u n f a m i l i a r i t y  w ith  th e  B ib le .  There may 
be some reason  to  b e l i e v e ,  however, t h a t  Goodman may indeed  know th e  
apocrypha and d e l i b e r a t e l y  no t want Cream o r  any o th e r  man to  know i t s  
c o n te n t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  th e  Book o f  Wisdom.
The Book o f Wisdom, a s  one commentator w r i t e s ,  d i s c u s s e s ,  "The 
t ru e  n a tu r e  of wisdom.. . .Wisdom i s  conceived o f in  a v e ry  wide sense  
and in c lu d e s  such d iv e r s e  a c t i v i t i e s  and s k i l l s  as a p t i t u d e  in  c r a f t s ­
manship, b u s in e s s  c a p a c i ty ,  c le v e r n e s s ,  cunn ing , c a u t io n  in  word and 
a c t . " ^  C le a r ly  Goodman would n o t  want the  b a rb e r  to  p r e d ic a te  h i s  
t r u s t  in  man on the  l e s s o n s  of p r a c t i c a l  e x p e r ien c e .  The p r a c t i c a l  
t r u t h  o f  th e  apocryphal Book o f  Wisdom i s  s u re ly  ap p a ren t  to  t h i s  
in c a r n a t io n  o f  th e  d e v i l ,  Frank Goodman; h is  bo ld  d e n ia l  of the  Wisdom
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b o o k 's  e x is te n c e  i s  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  th e  p e rv a s iv e  t a l e n t  t h a t  th e  Confi­
dence Man has in  m a n ip u la t in g  the  p r a c t i c a l  as  w e ll  as th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l  
m e r i t  o f  b i b l i c a l  t e x t .
Goodman i s  n o t  f i n i s h e d  w ith  the  Book o f  Wisdom when he concludes 
h i s  c o n v e r sa t io n  w i th  Cream. He vows to  d is c o v e r  w hether th e  Book o f 
Wisdom i s  p a r t  o f  th e  "True Book" (p. 268). Since he p robab ly  a lre ad y  
knows t h a t  th e  Wisdom book i s  p a r t  o f  the  B ib le ,  h i s  vow can be seen  as 
a p re lu d e  to  h i s  f i n a l  abuse o f  sac re d  t e x t .
Having undercu t th e  p r a c t i c a l  a p p l i c a t io n  o f  the  Wisdom book,
Goodman d i r e c t s  h im se lf  to  r e f u t i n g  the  v e ry  a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  the  Book
of Wisdom has  as p a r t  of sac re d  s c r i p t u r e .  I t  i s  ex trem ely  notew orthy
th a t  of a l l  the  c o n tro v e rsy  t h a t  su rrounds  the  sac red  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f
th e  apocrypha, much commentary fo cu ses  on th e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  E c c l e s i a s -
t i c u s ,  o r  th e  Book o f  Wisdom. One commentator c la im s t h a t ,  " I t  seems
u n l ik e ly  t h a t  e i t h e r  he [Ben S i r a ,  th e  au th o r  o f  th e  Wisdom book] o r
h i s  r e a d e r s  can have though t o f  rank ing  h i s  p ro v e rb s  as ho ly  s c r i p -  
15t u r e . "  Another commentator c o u n te r s ,  " I t  may even be t h a t  Ben S ira
16c o n s id e re d  h i s  book to  be the  eq u a l  o f  in s p i r e d  S c r i p t u r e . "
D e l iv e r a te ly  ig n o r in g  t h i s  c o n tro v e rsy ,  Goodman d e c e i t f u l l y  a rgues  away 
the  b o o k 's  m e r i t s  as  a so u rce  of wisdom. Goodman's argument i s  the  
l a s t  such a t t a c k  on s c r i p t u r e ;  h i s  remarks c o n s t i t u t e  a s e r io u s  t h r e a t  
to  m an 's  p r o p h e t ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  God.
When Goodman e n te r s  the  p a ssen g e r  cab in  aboard the  F i d e l e , he 
meets an o ld  gentleman rea d in g  th e  B ib le .  To t h i s  gentlem an Goodman 
r e v e a l s  h i s  doubt t h a t  such words as he f in d s  i n  th e  Book o f  Wisdom, 
"With much communication he w i l l  tempt th e e ,  he w i l l  sm ile  upon th e e ,  
and speak th ee  f a i r "  (p . 2 74 ) , can p o s s ib ly  be d iv in e ly  in s p i r e d .
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The o ld  man unknowingly p la y s  r i g h t  i n to  Goodman's hand when he t e l l s  th e  
cosm opolitan  t h a t  the  s e c t io n  o f  the  B ib le  th a t  h o ld s  th e  Book of Wisdom 
i s  apocrypha, o r  n o t  t r u l y  God's word. Goodman s e iz e s  upon th e  fo rm al 
appearance o f  the  Book o f  Wisdom in  th e  noncanon ica l s e c t io n  o f  th e  B ib le  
as ev idence  th a t  t h i s  s c r i p t u r a l  work cannot p o s s ib ly  be th e  word o f  God. 
Goodman's argument i s  in ten d ed  to  undercu t the  a u t h e n t i c i t y  of the  Book 
of Wisdom; by d is c o u n t in g  th e  b o o k 's  a u t h e n t i c i t y  and m e r i t ,  Goodman 
e s t a b l i s h e s  h im s e l f ,  in  the  eyes o f  the  o ld  man, a s  a r e l i a b l e  a u th o r i t y  
in  s c r i p t u r a l  m a t te r s .  The c o sm o p o l i ta n 's  s a t i s f a c t i o n  a t  d ism is s in g  the  
Widsom b o o k 's  m e r i t s  i s  n o t  sm a l l :  " I  cannot t e l l  you now th a n k fu l  I am
f o r  your rem inding me about th e  apocrypha h e re .  For the  moment, i t s  be ing  
such escaped me. Fact i s ,  when a l l  i s  bound up t o g e th e r ,  i t ' s  sometimes 
c o n fu s in g .  The u n can o n ica l  p a r t  should  be bound d i s t i n c t .  And, now t h a t  
I th in k  o f i t ,  how w e l l  d id  those  le a rn e d  d o c to rs  who r e j e c t e d  f o r  us t h i s  
whole book o f S i r a c h .  I  never  read  a n y th in g  so c a lc u la te d  to  d e s t ro y  m an 's  
con fid en ce"  (p . 275-76) . Thus th e  o ld  m an 's  con fidence  in  s c r i p t u r e  i s  
red u ced , and h i s  con fidence  in  the  f a l s e  p rophe t Goodman i s  b o l s t e r e d .
The c o sm o p o l i ta n 's  n o te  of thanks  fo r  the  d i s m is s a l  o f  th e  Wisdom 
b o o k 's  sac re d  a u t h e n t i c i t y  b r in g s  in to  focus once again  th e  whole p o in t  
o f  h i s  s c r i p t u r a l  c i t a t i o n s .  As a d is g u is e d  d e v i l ,  the  Confidence Man 
wants man to  t r u s t  him, th e  d e v i l ,  and n o t  God and God’s word, s c r i p t u r e ,  
as th e  s ta n d a rd  f o r  human knowledge and b e h av io r .  In h i s  e a r l i e r  c h a ra c ­
t e r i z a t i o n s ,  as  Ringman, th e  man w ith  the  weed, th e  man in  g ra y ,  and the  
man in  the  s u r t o u t ,  the  Confidence Man was c o n te n t  to  use s c r i p t u r a l  
t e x t s  e i t h e r  q u o tin g  them d i r e c t l y  o r  m isquo ting  them in  p a r t  to  m is lead  
men to  do th e  d e v i l ' s  b id d in g .  With Frank Goodman and h i s  extended 
d is c u s s io n  of the  Book of Wisdom, M e lv i l le  c r e a t e s  a d e v i l  who can no t
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only  quote s c r i p t u r e ,  b u t  a l s o  r e f u t e  th e  ve ry  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  and 
a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  sac red  t e x t .  When th e  d e v i l  can o v e r tu rn  m an 's  t r u s t  
in  th e  B ib le  a l t o g e t h e r ,  th e re  i s  l i t t l e  hope f o r  man to  f in d  God in  
t h i s  w orld .
In th e  c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d  " In  th e  P o l i t e  S p i r i t  o f  th e  Tusculan 
D is p u ta t io n s , "  th e  Confidence Man d e c la r e s  to  P i t c h ,  "And w ith  sub­
m is s io n ,  s i r ,  what i s  th e  g r e a t e s t  ju d g e ,  b ishop  o r  p ro p h e t ,  b u t  a 
t a l k i n g  man? He t a l k s ,  t a l k s . . . . T h e  b e s t  wisdom in  t h i s  w o rld ,  and 
the  l a s t  spoken by i t s  t e a c h e r ,  d id  i t  n o t  l i t e r a l l y  and t r u l y  come 
in  th e  form of t a b l e - t a l k ? "  (p . 142). The " t a b l e  t a l k "  wisdom a l lu d e d  
to  he re  i s  o f  course  th e  t r u t h  o f  C h r i s t ' s  love  im parted  to  the  
a p o s t l e s  a t  the  l a s t  su p p e r . ^  And th e  t a l k  about t h i s  t r u t h  i s ,  in  
a broad  s e n s e ,  what th e  ju d g es  and p ro p h e ts  in  th e  Old Testam ent f o r e ­
to ld  and i n t e r p r e t e d  f o r  man. The Confidence Man, however, can n ev er  
t a l k  to  man in  s i n c e r i t y  and h o n es ty  about th e  t r u t h  of C h r i s t ,  o r  
about C h r i s t i a n  c o n f id e n ce ,  o r  c h a r i t y ,  because  he i s  an a rch  d e c e iv e r  
who sp in s  a web o f  words to  c a tc h  man. Like the  p ro p h e ts ,  b is h o p s ,
and ju d g e s ,  the  Confidence Man t a l k s  and t a l k s ,  b u t  u n l ik e  them he
r e v e a ls  n o th in g  o f  God's w i l l  and word.
The f ig u r e  o f  the  p ro p h e t  in  The Confidence-Man i s  the  f ig u r e  o f
a d is h o n e s t  man. Lawrance Thompson c a l l s  th e  Confidence Man th e
18" sw in d le r  as God's a g e n t . "  The p ro fu n d i ty  o f  the  sw indle  i s  most 
f u l l y  seen  when one acknowledges the  Confidence Man as a  f a l s e  p ro p h e t ,  
a consc ious  p e r v e r t e r  o f  God's w i l l  and word as r e v e a le d  in  s c r i p t u r e .  
M e l v i l l e ' s  view o f the  p ro p h e t  as an i r o n i c a l  f ig u r e  i s  u n m is tak ab le ;  
the  p ro p h e t  i s  a f ig u r e  n o t to  be t r u s t e d  a t  a l l .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  ro le  
o f  the  p ro p h e t  as a r e v e a le r  and commentator on d iv in e  w i l l  i s  no lo n g e r
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p a s s i b l e .  The im p l ic a t io n  seems to  be t h a t  man l i v e s  i n  a  w orld  
where he cannot see  God th rough  any o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  avenues . With
c a u t io n  and o f te n  w ith  d isap p o in tm en t ,  man must r e ly  on h i s  own 
l im i t e d  s e l f  to  u n d e rs tan d  God i n  t h i s  w orld .
L iv ing  w ith  such an aw areness of m an 's  s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  M e lv i l le  
w a ited  y e a rs  b e fo re  he p u b l ish e d  a g a in .  C la re 1 c e r t a i n l y  r e f l e c t s  
the  lo s s  o f  the  p rophe t as a  t r a d i t i o n a l  ag en t  in  r e v e a l in g  God. But
C la r e l  a l so  f in d s  some t e n t a t i v e  hope f o r  th e  man who r e l i e s  on 
h im s e l f .
NOTES:
Herman M e lv i l l e ,  The Confidence-Man, e d .  E l iz a b e th  F o s te r ,
(New York: H endricks House, 1954), p. 13. A ll  subsequent r e f e r e n c e s ,
u n t i l  o th e rw ise  n o te d ,  a re  to  t h i s  t e x t .
2F o s te r ,  p . 15.
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CHAPTER V
THE LIMITATIONS OF PROPHECY: CLAREL
Some s c h o la r s  who have s e r io u s ly  s tu d ie d  M e l v i l l e ' s  long  poem 
C l a r e l , b e l ie v e  t h a t  i t  i s  a cu lm in a tio n  of M e l v i l l e ' s  most m ature 
though ts  and f e e l i n g s  about m an 's  s p i r i t u a l  q u e s t  to  know God in  t h i s  
w orld . Aside from the  i n t e r n a l  ev idence  in  the  poem, which confirm s 
t h i s  c r i t i c a l  o b s e r v a t io n ,  the  c ircu m stan ces  a t t e n d in g  th e  source  and 
com position  of C la r e l  su p p o r t  th e  c o n te n t io n  t h a t  i t  i s  a m ature , 
im p o rtan t  achievement in  th e  M e lv i l le  canon. M e l v i l l e ' s  jo u rney  to  
th e  Holy Land in  1856 p rov ided  him w ith  th e  f a c t u a l  m a te r i a l  f o r  h is  
poem. The most i n t e r e s t i n g  f a c t  about the  t r i p  to  th e  Holy Land i s  
t h a t  twenty y ea rs  e lap se d  between i t  and th e  p u b l i c a t io n  of th e  poem. 
These in te rv e n in g  twenty y e a r s ,  1856-1876, were sp en t  by M e lv i l le  in  
r e l a t i v e  o b s c u r i ty ,  working a t  h i s  d a i ly  job  as a customs in s p e c to r .
Thus more th o u g h t ,  perhaps  more r e a l  c o n tem p la tio n ,  went in to  th e  com­
p o s i t i o n  o f  C la re l  than any o th e r  book in  M e l v i l l e ' s  long c a r e e r .  That 
the  poem c o n ta in s  many o f  M e l v i l l e ' s  id e a s  about the  most p ro b le m a t ic a l  
i s s u e s  in  h i s  l i f e  (such as God, f a i t h ,  r e l i g i o u s  t r u t h )  i s  u n d e rs tan d ­
a b le  because  of th e  long g e s t a t i o n  p e r io d  t h a t  the  poem had d u r in g  
M e l v i l l e ' s  most m ature  y e a r s .
Because the  poem occupied  such a  l a r g e  p o r t i o n  o f M e l v i l l e ' s  i n t e l ­
l e c t u a l  l i f e ,  C la re l  i s  q u i t e  complex, and th e  numerous c h a r a c te r s  in  
th e  poem ex p re ss  a m u l t i tu d e  of id e a s  d u r in g  th e  course  o f  an extended 
p i lg r im a g e .  T h e re fo re ,  some summary o f th e  poem must f i r s t  be g iven
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b e fo re  one d is c u s s e s  th e  im portance  o f  th e  p ro p h e t ic  f ig u r e  which i s
p e rv a s iv e  th roughou t the  poem.
C la r e l  i s  a  th eo lo g y  s tu d e n t  newly a r r i v e d  in  Je ru sa lem  on th e  
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" V ig i l  o f  Ep iphany ."  He t r a v e l s  about th e  c i t y  v i s i t i n g  th e  p la c e s  so
im p o r tan t  in  C h r i s t i a n  h i s t o r y .  In Je ru sa lem  he m eets and f a l l s  in
love  w ith  a Jew ish  g i r l  named Ruth, who now l i v e s  in  th e  Holy Land w ith
h e r  em ig ra ted  American fam ily .  While th e  love  t h a t  C la r e l  b e a r s  fo r
Ruth seems s i n c e r e ,  i t  i s  by no means a l l —consuming because  he le a v e s
h e r  to  u n d e r ta k e  a p i lg r im ag e  to the  Dead Sea and b ack , p a ss in g  through
s e v e r a l  landm arks, such as Mar Saba and Bethlehem. By th e  tim e th a t
C la r e l  r e tu r n s  from h i s  p i lg r im ag e  i t  i s  E a s te r .  But u n fo r tu n a te ly
th e re  i s  no r e s u r r e c t i o n  o f  f a i t h  i n  him to  p a r a l l e l  the  f a i t h  in  C h r is t
c e le b r a te d  on t h i s  ho ly  day. Even h i s  love  f o r  Ruth i s  u n f u l f i l l e d
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because she has d ied  in  h i s  absence .
Je ru sa le m , from which C la r e l  beg in s  h i s  p i lg r im a g e ,  i s  a c i t y  th a t  
once was the  c e n te r  in  m an 's  r e l i g i o u s  e x p e r ie n c e ;  b u t  now Je rsu lam  i s  
a  " d i s t r a c t e d  c i t y ,  in  which th e  t r a f f i c  o f  modern commercialism and 
the  a t t a c k s  o f  s k e p t ic ism  a re  swamping the a u th o r i t y  o f  the  f a i t h  which
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had s u s ta in e d  i t . "  C la r e l  le a v e s  t h i s  modern c i t y  to  jo u rn e y  through 
the  d e s e r t s  o f  P a l e s t i n e  in  hopes of r e d i s c o v e r in g  h i s  l o s t  f a i t h .
C la r e l  i s  n o t  s im i l a r  to  th e  many C h r i s t i a n s  who come to  the  Holy Land 
l i k e  c h i ld r e n  on h o l id a y ,
These c h i ld re n  of th e  c lim es devou t,
On f e s t i v a l  in  fane  i n s t a l l e d ,
H appily  Ig n o r a n t ,  make g le e
Like orphans in  the  p lay -g ro u n d  w a lle d .
( I ,  i i i ,  136-39)
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For C la r e l  i s  cu rsed  w ith  th e  modern s p i r i t  o f  sk e p t ic is m ;  h i s  w este rn  
c u l tu r e  a s k s ,  "And can th e  F a th e r  be?"  (X, i i i ,  135). In h i s  wander­
ings  to  the  Dead Sea and back to  Je ru sa le m  by way o f  Mar Saba (an a n c ie n t  
C h r i s t i a n  m onastery) and Bethlehem , C la r e l  hopes to  d i s p e l  th e  sk e p t ic ism  
t h a t  pe rvades  h i s  modem ag e . C l a r e l ' s  fe l lo w  p i lg r im s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
C e l io ,  Mortmain, Margoth, and Ungar, a l l  le ad  C la re l  to  co n s id e r  t h a t  
f a i t h  can no lo n g e r  be p o s s ib le  in  th e  modern age . His jo u rn e y  w ith  
th e se  modem s k e p t i c s  th rough  th e  b a r r e n  p la c e s  o f  th e  once ho ly  Holy Land 
i s  a  d i s a s t e r  as a r e l i g i o u s  p i lg r im a g e ,  because  C la re l  does n o t  d isco v e r
a  s ig n  o r  a symbol in  th e  Holy Land t h a t  g iv e s  him s t r e n g th  to  b e l ie v e
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t h a t  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s  s t i l l  a l i v e .
The p i lg r im ag e  i s  th e  most im p o r ta n t  s t r u c t u r a l  e lem ent in  the  
poem, f o r  i t  p ro v id e s  C la r e l  w ith  the  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  sea rch  among the  
once s p i r i t u a l l y  v i t a l  Holy Land f o r  h i s  l o s t  f a i t h .  F u r therm ore , th e  
v a r io u s  t r a v e l e r s  th a t  C la r e l  m eets and b e f r i e n d s  p ro v id e  him w ith  a l t e r ­
n a t iv e s  to  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  m a la is e .  Among th e se  p i l g r i m s ,  M e lv i l le  p la c e s  
h i s  p r o p h e t ic  f i g u r e s ,  ready  to  o f f e r  C la r e l  a  f u l l  range  o f  re sp o n ses  
to  God.
In  C l a r e l , as one m ight expec t i n  a work t h a t  i s  the  most mature 
e x p re s s io n  o f an a u t h o r ' s  most comprehensive v iew s , p ro p h e t ic  f ig u r e s  
r e i t e r a t e  th e  dangers  o f  c la im ing  a b s o lu te  p e rc e p t io n  o f God’ s w i l l  
and knowledge, such danger as  i s  r e v e a le d  by P i e r r e ,  Ringman, and Good­
man. And the  p r o p h e t ic  f ig u r e s  in  C la r e l  a l s o  r e i t e r a t e  th e  v a lu e s  o f  
a c a u t io u s ,  b a la n c e d ,  and comprehensive u n d e rs tan d in g  of complex, 
d iv in e  m ystery and w i l l  i n  the  u n iv e r s e ,  such u n d e rs tan d in g  as  i s  r e ­
v e a le d  by Ishmael in  h i s  n a r r a t i o n  o f  th e  e v e n ts  aboard  th e  Pequod.
A ll  of th e  m a n i f e s t a t io n s  o f  p ro p h e ts  found in  M e l v i l l e ' s  e a r l i e r  work
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appear in  h i s  poem, C l a r e l .
M e lv i l le  c r e a t e s  a  f u l l  range o f  responses  in  h i s  p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s  
in  C l a r e l . These re sp o n ses  encompass hope, c a u t io n ,  and do u b t.  In the  
f i n a l  a n a l y s i s ,  however, C la r e l  remains independen t of th e  p ro p h e t ic  
f i g u r e s '  i n f lu e n c e .  U nlike P i e r r e ,  C la r e l  does no t d ece iv e  h im se lf  in to  
becoming a  f a l s e  p ro p h e t ,  n o r  does C la re l  f in d  a way o f  forming a 
q u a l i f i e d  accep tance  of p ro p h e t ic  knowledge as Ishm ael does . I n s t e a d ,  
C la r e l  and M e lv i l le  take  a  f i n a l  s tan d  a g a in s t  the  u l t im a te  r e l i a b i l i t y  
of the  p ro p h e t ic  way o f  knowing God in  t h i s  w orld . In  s h o r t ,  C la r e l  
espouses  th e  end o f  p ro p h e t ic  knowledge. The f ig u r e s  i n  the  poem a re  
f i n a l l y  in c ap a b le  of p ro v id in g  man w ith  any a b s o lu te  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f 
God.
The poem opens w ith  C la r e l ,  a d i s i l l u s i o n e d  theo lo g y  s tu d e n t ,  in  
d e s p a i r ;  he has come to  Je ru sa le m  lo ok ing  f o r  a key o r  c lu e  to  h i s  
l o s t  f a i t h .
O ther cheer
Than t h a t  a n t i c i p a t e d  h e re .
By me the  l e a r n e r ,  now I  f in d .
Theology, a r t  thou  so b l in d ?
What means t h i s  n a t u r a l i s t i c  k n e l l
In  l i e u  of S i l o h ' s  o r a c le
Which h e re  should  murmur?
( I ,  i ,  19-25)
C l a r e l ’ s r e f e re n c e  to  S i lo h ,  a  p la c e  once hallow ed  because  Jesus  
m irac u lo u s ly  h ea led  a b l in d  man t h e r e ,  in d i c a t e s  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  b a r r e n ­
n e s s .  The Holy Land has no s u p e r n a tu r a l  e d i f i c a t i o n  f o r  him , on ly  a 
" n a t u r a l i s t i c  k n e l l . "  I t  i s  C l a r e l ' s  f u t i l e  s e a rc h ,  th rough  h i s
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p ilg r im ag e  to  the  Dead Sea and back to  Je ru sa le m , to  f in d  some l i v i n g  
f a i t h  in  the  Holy Land th a t  p ro v id es  th e  theme and s t r u c t u r e  o f th e  poem. 
C la re l  longs  to  f in d  some s ig n  o r  some person  on h i s  p i lg r im ag e  to  h e lp  
r e s t o r e  h i s  l o s t  f a i t h .  U n fo r tu n a te ly  h i s  p ilg r im ag e  i s  in  v a in .
C l a r e l ' s  jo u rn ey  pu ts  him in  c o n ta c t  w ith  p la c e s  t h a t  were once 
holy  and s p i r i t u a l l y  f e r t i l e ,  bu t now a re  b a r re n .  Moreover, C la re l  comes 
in  c o n ta c t  w ith  many d i f f e r e n t  types  of people  on h i s  jo u rn e y .  The 
people  t h a t  C la re l  meets a r e  ve ry  im portan t to  him, fo r  in  th e se  people  
C la re l  seeks one who, "Would q u e s t io n  me, expound and p ro v e , /  And make 
my h e a r t  to  b u m  w ith  lo v e -"  ( I ,  v i i ,  51 -5 2 ) .  U n fo r tu n a te ly  no one 
person  can expound and prove to  C l a r e l ' s  s a t i s f a c t i o n  what i s  n ece ssa ry  
fo r  th e  r e s t o r a t i o n  of f a i t h  in  a  God t h a t  has d isap p ea red  from h i s  l i f e .  
The f ig u r e s  t h a t  C la re l  does m eet, however, do o f f e r  him a l t e r n a t i v e s  
to  h i s  d e s p a i r in g  s t a t e .  I t  w i l l  be h e lp f u l  a t  t h i s  p o in t  to  b r i e f l y  
n o te  who th e  key f ig u r e s  a r e  on C l a r e l 1s jo u rn e y ,  f o r  i t  i s  among th e se  
f ig u r e s  t h a t  M e lv i l le  p la c e s  th e  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r c te r s  who o f f e r  t h e i r  own 
p a r t i c u l a r  message from a God th a t  C la r e l  cannot h e a r .
There a re  some th i r t y - tw o  im portan t c h a r a c te r s  in  the  poem. Of 
th e se  t h i r t y - t w o ,  ten  may be co n s id e red  m ajor c h a r a c te r s  who d i r e c t l y  
in f lu e n c e  C la re l  and h i s  s ea rc h  f o r  a r e s t o r i n g  f a i t h  in  God. The two 
most s i g n i f i c a n t  people t h a t  C la re l  e n co u n te rs  d u ring  h i s  jou rney  
b e f r ie n d  him in  Jerusa lem . These two men a re  R olfe  and Vine. Vine i s  
a pow erfu l,  y e t  m y s te r io u s ,  man o f g e n iu s .  C la re l  i s  a t t r a c t e d  by V in e 's  
courageous i s o l a t i o n  and m y s t ic  a u ra ,  even though he never  i s  a b le  to  
p ie r c e  V in e 's  in n e r  s e l f ,  h i s  " h e a r t  a fo u n ta in  se a le d "  ( I I ,  x v i i ,  22 ) .  
Rolfe comes c lo s e s t  to  b e in g  C l a r e l ' s  s p i r i t u a l  mentor in  th e  poem.
R o l f e 's  de fense  o f  human and r e l i g i o u s  v a lu e s  u l t im a te ly  persuades  C la re l
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to  admit th e  t r u t h  o f  R o l f e 'a  v iew , "Let fo o ls  count on f a i t h ' s  c lo s in g  
k n e l l - /  Time, God, a re  i n e x h a u s t ib l e - "  ( I ,  x x x i , 270-71) . But th e  aware­
n ess  t h a t  f a i t h  w i l l  always be a v a i l a b le  to  man i s  n o t  an a ssu ran ce  t h a t  
man w i l l  always have f a i t h .  Thus, even though R olfe  does o f f e r  C la re l  
th e  most a t t r a c t i v e  a l t e r n a t i v e  to a l i f e  w ith o u t  f a i t h ,  C la r e l  does no t 
f in d  a f i n a l  s a lv a t io n  th rough  f a i t h .  He remains to  th e  end a man 
f r u s t r a t e d  in  the  sea rch  f o r  c e r t a i n  b e l i e f .
In  a d d i t io n  to  th e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  o f f e r e d  by R olfe  and V ine, C la re l  
i s  exposed to  s e v e ra l  o th e r  c h a r a c te r s  ty p i f y in g  v a r io u s  b e l i e f s .  There 
a re  fo u r  c h a r a c te r s  in  the  poem— C elio ;  Mortmain; Agath; and Ungar—who
g
c o n s t i t u t e  a "monomaniac seq u en ce ;"  th e se  four a re  open ly  b en t  on abso­
l u t e l y  p u rsu in g  one t r u t h  in  l i f e .  C elio  and Mortmain seek  p o s i t i v e  
proof t h a t  God e x i s t s ,  and they  d ie  f r u s t r a t e d  in  t h i s  p u r s u i t .  Agath 
and Ungar a re  a b s o l u t i s t s  i n  t h e i r  b e l i e f  t h a t  f a i t h  i s  im p o ss ib le  in  
th e  modem w orld . None of th e s e  four i s  a p ro p h e t .  S t i l l  th e  e x tre m ity  
o f  t h e i r  u n b e l ie f  and s u f f e r in g  d eep ly  a f f e c t s  C la re l  in  h i s  sea rch  f o r  
f a i t h .  While C la r e l  i s  exposed to t h e i r  a b s o l u t i s t  v iew s, he su c c e ss ­
f u l l y  av o id s  t h e i r  in f lu e n c e .
C la r e l  a l s o  e n co u n te rs  two o v e r t ly  r e l i g i o u s  f ig u r e s  in  Nehemiah, 
an e v a n g e l ic a l  m i l l e n a r i a n  who p reaches  the  imminence o f  C h r i s t ' s  Second 
Coming, and Nehemiah's d e s ig n e d ly  o p p o s i te  r e l i g i o u s  c o u n te r p a r t ,
Derwent, who ad v o ca te s  an u n e x c i t in g  r a t i o n a l i s t i c ,  and m e l i o r i s t i c  
approach to  a l l  m a t te r s  o f  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f .  In  a d d i t io n  to  th e se  two 
r e l i g i o u s  o p p o s i t e s ,  C la r e l  e n co u n te rs  M argoth, a n in e te e n th - c e n tu r y  man 
o f  s c i e n c e ,  who q u e s t io n s  th e  n e c e s s i t y  o f any f a i t h  in  a  w orld i n c r e a s ­
in g ly  e x p la in a b le  in  s c i e n t i f i c  and te c h n o lo g ic a l  te rm s.
C la re l  and th e se  n ine  c h a r a c te r s  se rv e  to  r e v e a l  th e  c e n t r a l  i s s u e
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in  th e  poem, which i s  C l a r e l ' s  sea rc h  f o r  f a i t h  in  t h i s  w orld . I t  i s  in  
th e se  c h a r a c te r s  t h a t  one see s  the  v a r io u s  p o s tu re s  o f  f a i t h —seek in g  man; 
th e  p o s tu re s  range from th e  a p o c a ly p t ic a l  Nehemiah to  th e  d e s p a i r in g  
Mortmain. C la re l  i s  seen  in  r e l a t i o n  to  th e s e  c h a r a c te r s  and to  the  
s ta n c e s  t h a t  they  assume. Thus he judges t h e i r  views and th e  p ro p h e t ic  
q u a l i t y  o f  t h e i r  c la im s to  have a c e r t a i n  knowledge of God. In  t h i s  
poem, t h e r e f o r e ,  the  p r o p h e t ic  f ig u r e s  a r e  a s e r i e s  o f  minor f i g u r e s ;  
they  se rv e  th e  h e ro ,  C l a r e l ,  on ly  as a v e h ic l e  th rough  which C la r e l  can 
have f a i t h .  Once a g a in ,  one should  s t a t e  t h a t  C l a r e l ' s  f i n a l  p o s i t i o n  
w ith  reg a rd  to  hav ing  a c e r t a i n  f a i t h  in  God, a t  l e a s t  in  t h i s  w o rld ,  i s  
no t a s t ro n g  one. The v a r io u s  a l t e r n a t i v e s  o f f e re d  by th e  p ro p h e t ic  
c h a r a c te r s  in  th e  poem a re  no t v ia b le  fo r  C la r e l .  In  s h o r t ,  he cannot 
f in d  a f a i t h ,  o r  a c la im an t f o r  such f a i t h ,  a  p ro p h e t ,  to  b e l i e v e .  I t  
i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h i s  t h e s i s  t h a t  b e a r s  exam ination  in  t h i s  poem, in  o rd e r  
to  de term ine  M e l v i l l e ' s  a t t i t u d e  towards p ro p h e t ic  knowledge.
Almost, i t  would seem, in  answer to  th e  q u e s t io n  t h a t  C la r e l  poses 
in  Je ru sa le m , namely t h a t  he meet someone who "Would q u e s t io n  me, 
expound and p r o v e , /  And make my h e a r t  to  burn w ith  lo v e - "  ( I ,  v i i ,  5 1 -5 2 ) ,  
Nehemiah appears  c a r ry in g  h is  B ib le .  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  Nehemiah i s  
th e  f i r s t  im p o r tan t  f ig u r e  in  C l a r e l ' s  q u e s t ,  because  Nehemiah i s  so 
o v e r t ly  p r o p h e t ic .  The o ld  man uses  th e  B ib le  to  p r e d i c t  C h r i s t ' s  
Second Coming.
P a s sa g e s ,  p re sag e s  he [Nehemiah] knew:
Zion r e s t o r e ,  conver t  th e  Jew,
R eseat him h e r e ,  th e  w aste  bedew;
Then C h r is t  r e tu r n e th :  so i t  r a n .
( I ,  v i i i , 26-29)
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For Nehemiah, th e  B ib le  p ro v id e s  a  d i r e c t  a cc e ss  to  th e  d iv in e  w i l l ;  
s c r i p t u r e  i s  a message to  be decoded and t r a n s l a t e d  by people  l i k e  
h im s e l f .  F a i th  f o r  Nehemiah i s  a  m a t te r  o f  b e l i e v in g  th a t  he can co r­
r e c t l y  i n t e r p r e t  the  v e rb a l  s ig n s .  The dangerous consequence of th e  
i n d i v i d u a l ' s  own response  to  s c r i p t u r e ,  a l r e a d y  d ram atized  in  The 
Confidence-Man, i s  n o t  rep ea ted  in  Nehemiah's "p rim a l f a i t h "  ( I ,  i x ,  43). 
C la re l  b o th  doubts  and m arvels  a t  Nehemiah, because  he has  such sim ple 
f a i t h  in  th e  B i b l e 's  power to  r e v e a l  God. Thus a l th o u g h  Nehemiah can 
o f f e r  C la re l  no p r o p h e t ' s  te rs im ony  to  the  re v e a le d  w i l l  o f  God, C la re l  
i s  "Won by h i s  [Nehemiah's] m y s tic  s a i n t l y  way" ( I ,  i x ,  4 2 ) ,  enough so 
t h a t  C la re l  a l low s th e  o ld  man to  be h i s  guide and f r i e n d .  At the  
o u t s e t  of th e  poem, t h e r e f o r e ,  w h ile  C la r e l  does n o t  su b sc r ib e  to  t h i s  
p r o p h e t ic  knowledge, he i s  a t t r a c t e d  by th e  h o n es ty  o f  i t s  c h ie f  
c la im a n t .
Nehemiah becomes C l a r e l ' s  guide through Je ru sa lem . But i t  i s  c l e a r  
t h a t  Nehemiah can r e v e a l  n o th in g  s p i r i t u a l l y  m eaningfu l to C la r e l .
Nehemiah's prophecy t h a t  C h r i s t  w i l l  come ag a in  i s  seen by C la r e l  as
"A dream, and l i k e  a dream i t  b l u r r e d /  The s e n s e -  fad ed , and was f o r g o t"  
( I ,  x ,  9 7 -9 8 ) .  C la r e l  sim ply cannot b e l i e v e  in  th e  t r u t h s  t h a t  
Nehemiah e x t r a c t s  from th e  B ib le .  The in te n s e  s k e p t ic is m  o f C e l io ,  a 
humpedback I t a l i a n  youth whom Nehemiah and C la re l  e n c o u n te r ,  s t r i k e s  a 
much more re sp o n s iv e  chord in  C l a r e l ' s  psyche. C e l io  a v e r s ,
This world c lean  f a i l s  me: s t i l l  I  y earn .
Me then i t  s u r e ly  does concern 
Some o th e r  world to  f i n d .  But where?
In creed? I do no t f in d  i t  t h e r e .
( I ,  x i i , 97-100)
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He and C la r e l  recogn ize  in  each o t h e r ,  w ith o u t  sp ea k in g ,  a  s im i l a r  
s p i r i t u a l  d e s o la t io n .  However, th e  f r u s t r a t i o n  o f  n o t  be in g  ab le  to  
f in d  in  Je ru sa lem  any p la c e  v i t a l  enough to  i n s p i r e  h i s  b e l i e f  in  a 
l i v i n g  God produces d r a s t i c  e f f e c t s .  Like P i e r r e ,  C elio  i s  a man b en t 
on p e rc e iv in g  God in  human e x p e r ie n c e .  Unlike P i e r r e ,  however, C elio  
cannot even te m p o ra r i ly  convince h im se lf  t h a t  God has d i r e c t l y  touched 
h i s  l i f e .  In an empassioned lam en t,  C elio  r e v e a l s  h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  
"N ature  and th e  [God] in  v a in  we s e a rc h "  ( I ,  x i i i ,  72 ) .
C elio  longs  fo r  the  k in d  o f d i r e c t  c o n ta c t  w ith  God th a t  Nehemiah 
appears  so f a c i l e l y  to  have in  s c r i p t u r e .  C e l l o 's  lo n g ing  fo r  some 
p e rc e p t io n  of God i s  an a s p i r a t i o n  to  a b so lu te  knowledge t h a t  i s  den ied . 
Such f r u s t r a t e d  a s p i r a t i o n s  r e s u l t  in  C e l l o 's  demise and d e a th .  For 
C elio  in  f r u s t r a t i o n  w ithdraw s i n to  the  in n e r  r e c e s s e s  of Jerusa lem  
and d ie s  in  d e s p a i r  of f a i t h .
In a jo u r n a l  t h a t  C elio  le a v e s  b e h in d ,  C la r e l  d is c o v e rs  "A second 
s e l f "  ( I ,  x i x ,  2 7 ) ,  and a s e l f  b rave  enough to  ask the  im p o rtan t ques­
t io n s  about l i f e ' s  e x i s t e n c e  w ith o u t  God. C la re l  a l s o  re c o g n ize s  th e  
danger in  a sk in g  such q u e s t io n s  fo r  th e  man who cannot a ccep t  u n c e r t a in ty  
about God's e x i s t e n c e .  Thus C elio  p ro v id es  C la r e l  w ith  some ev idence  as 
to  the  f a t e  o f  th e  see k e r  f o r  a b s o lu te  c e r t a i n t y  in  t h i s  w orld . Celio  
i s  th e  example o f  what happens to  th e  a b s o l u t i s t  who cannot a c c e p t  a 
h idden  God. C e l lo 's  f a t e  hau n ts  C la r e l ;  b u t C la r e l  does n o t  t r y  to  
fo llow  him in  h i s  i n t e n s e l y  a b s o l u t i s t  p u r s u i t  o f  God.
P laced  between a m i l l e n a r i a n  in  whom he cannot f in d  b e l i e f  and a 
s k e p t i c  in  whom he sees  th e  e f f e c t s  o f  u n b e l i e f ,  C la r e l  seems trapped  
w ith o u t  a l t e r n a t i v e .  Soon a f t e r  C e l l o 's  d e a th ,  though, C la r e l  encoun te rs  
th e  two m ajor f i g u r e s  in  h i s  jo u rn ey  who w i l l  p rov ide  him w ith  th e  most
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v ia b le  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  fo r  th e  f a i t h  seek ing  man. Vine i s  f i r s t  seen in  
th e  sep u lc h e r  o f  k in g s ;  a  m y s te r io u s  f i g u r e ,  Vine makes an i n i t i a l  
im p ress io n  as  one who "would keep s e p a r a te "  ( I ,  x x v i i i ,  51) h i s  inmost 
f e e l i n g s  from C la r e l .  Yet C la r e l  f e e l s  a t t r a c t e d  to  Vine p r e c i s e l y  
because o f  the  m y s te r io u s  a u ra  t h a t  su rrounds  th e  man and seems to  
su g g es t  som ething deep and e s s e n t i a l  about V ine’ s hum anity . C la re l  
f e e l s  t h a t  th e re  must be some p o w erfu l ,  in n e r  s t r e n g th  which Vine has 
because  o f  some c e r t a i n  f a i t h .  In  th e  s e p u lc h e r ,  Vine and C la r e l ,  
"Exchanged quick  sy m p ath ies /  Though bu t in  g la n c e , "  ( I ,  x x v i i i ,  136-37) . 
In Vine C la re l  f in d s  someone who conveys some s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t y .  Unlike 
C e l io  whose i n a b i l i t y  to  f in d  a  s ign  o f  God in  t h i s  w orld l e d  to  h i s  
d e s t r u c t i o n ,  V ine, "A s p i r i t  seemed he n o t  u n b le s t "  ( I ,  xxx, 9 7 ) ,  appears  
to  d e r iv e  some f a i t h  t h a t  t r a n s f i g u r e s  th e  f a c t s  o f  s p i r i t u a l  b a r re n n e s s  
in  th e  Holy Land.
The n a tu re  o f  t h i s  f a i t h  i s  unknown to  C la r e l ;  however the  n a r r a t o r  
r e v e a l s  t h a t  V in e 's  m y s te r io u s  a u ra  comes more from h i s  manner than  from 
an in n e r  f a i t h  in  God.
Under cheer
Of o p u le n t  s o f t n e s s ,  re ig n e d  a u s te r e  
C on tro l o f  s e l f .  F le s h ,  b u t  s c a rc e  p r i d e ,
Was curbed: d e s i r e  was m o r t i f i e d ;
But l e s s  indeed  by m oral sway 
Than doubt i f  hap p in ess  th rough  c lay  
Be re a c h a b le .
( I ,  x x ix ,  32-38)
Vine i s  a  r e c l u s e ,  no t because he seeks  a p r i v a t e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  God, 
bu t because  he shuns th e  c o r ru p t in g  in f lu e n c e  of men.
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His v i r g i n  so u l  communed w ith  men
But through th e  w ick e t .
( I ,  x x ix ,  45-46)
S t i l l  C la r e l  does n o t  p e rc e iv e  a l l  t h i s  in  h is  f i r s t  c o n ta c t  w ith  the  
m y s te r io u s  Vine. For C la r e l ,  Vine p r e s e n t s  a hope th a t  a l i f e  of f a i t h  
i s  p o s s ib le  even though i t  demands a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  and 
i s o l a t i o n .  Such a s e l f - c o n ta in e d  l i f e  i s  v e ry  a t t r a c t i v e  to  C la re l  
e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  th e  t ru n c a te d  a l t e r n a t i v e s  o f f e r e d  by Nehemiah and 
C e l io .
Vine and th e  l i f e  o f  th e  m y s t ic  and r e c lu s e  p re s e n t  one p o s s ib le  
a l t e r n a t i v e  f o r  th e  se e k e r  C la r e l .  R o lfe ,  who comes c l o s e s t  to  being  
C l a r e l ' s  s p i r i t u a l  mentor i s  in t ro d u c e d  to  C la r e l  ve ry  soon a f t e r  Vine 
e n co u n te rs  C la r e l .  R o lfe  i s  a com ple te ly  d i f f e r e n t  type  o f  man from 
Vine. S c h o la r ly ,  y e t  "a messmate o f  the  e lem en ts"  ( I ,  x x x i ,  2 1 ) ,  Rolfe 
i s  a  commanding p e rs o n ,  f r a n k  and " i n d i s c r e e t  in  ho n es ty "  ( I ,  x x x i ,  25).
Whereas V in e 's  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  to  C la r e l  comes in  h i s  m y s tic  and m yste r­
io u s  a lo o f n e s s ,  R o lfe  ap p ea ls  to  C la r e l  f o r  j u s t  the  o p p o s i te  re a so n s ;
R olfe  i s  em in en tly  approachab le  and u n d e rs ta n d a b le .  Indeed i t  i s  R o l f e 's  
b e l i e f  t h a t  man must remain open to  u n d e rs tan d in g  h im s e l f ,  h i s  p a s t ,  and 
an e v e r  p o s s ib le  d iv in e  in t e r v e n t io n  in  f u tu r e  human e x p e r ie n c e .  As 
R olfe  a t t e s t s ,
Yea, long as  c h i ld r e n  f e e l  a f f r i g h t  
In  d a rk n e ss ,  men s h a l l  f e a r  a G o d ; . . .
Though ' twere made
Demonstrable t h a t  God i s  n o t -
What then? i t  would n o t  change t h i s  l o t :
The ghost would h a u n t ,  n o r  could be l a i d .
( I ,  x x x i ,  192-200)
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Rolfe I s  an advoca te  f o r  b e l i e f  in  God, a l th o u g h  such b e l i e f  i s  some­
tim es u n c e r ta in .
R olfe  p ro c la im s  h i s  b e l i e f  in  th e  need fo r  f a i t h  in  God, even when 
one i s  burdened w ith  doubt. In  a  scene t h a t  c l e a r l y  draws a t t e n t i o n  to  
R o l f e 's  p ro c lam atio n  as  p ro p h e t ic  u t t e r a n c e ,  R o lfe  s i t s  on some s to n e s ,  
"Whereon th e  Saviour s a t e /  And p ro p h es ied "  ( I ,  x x x i i i ,  7 -8 ) .  P lac in g  
Rolfe where Je su s  s a t ,  M e lv i l le  o b v io u s ly  draws a t t e n t i o n  to  R o l f e 's  
im portance . And what R olfe  says  when he s i t s  on th e s e  s to n e s  i s  s i g n i ­
f i c a n t  to o .  For R olfe  quo tes  the  B ib le  h e re ;  h i s  r e c i t a t i o n ,
Might f ran k n e ss  c la im ,
With rev e ren ce  fo r  s i t e  and name;
No f u r t h e r  went th e y ,  nor could  f i l l  
F a i t h ' s  m easure-
( I ,  x x x i i i ,  28-31)
R olfe r e f u s e s  to  i n t e r p r e t  s c r i p t u r e ;  he sim ply w i tn e s s e s  th e se  words 
and p la c e s  t h e i r  im port b e fo re  C la r e l  to  acc e p t  o r  r e j e c t .  There i s  no 
m ystery  he re  in  the  manner of R o l f e 's  r e v e l a t i o n .  And th e  im port of the  
b i b l i c a l  passage  i s  l e f t  to  C la r e l .  Here R olfe  b e a r s  w i tn e ss  to  the  
im portance o f s c r i p t u r e  as  an organ f o r  th e  s e e k e r  o f  f a i t h .  Throughout 
the  poem, R olfe  c a l l s  a t t e n t i o n ,  as a p rophe t sh o u ld ,  to  th e  many s ig n s ,  
i . e . the  C a th o l ic  Church, p r i e s t s ,  and s c r i p t u r e ,  t h a t  God has g iven man 
to  a id  h i s  f a i t h .  But R olfe  pronounces none o f  th e s e  s ig n s  as a b s o lu t e ly  
r e v e la to r y  o f  God’ s w i l l  to  the  s e e k e r  o f  f a i t h .
R o l f e 's  r o le  a s  a mentor and p ro p h e t  i s  c l e a r l y  s im i l a r  to  I s h m a e l 's  
n a r r a t i v e  fu n c t io n  in  Moby-Dlck. Both R o lfe  and Ishm ael su g g es t  t h a t  
God s u f fu s e s  human e x p e r ie n c e .  A lso ,  bo th  R olfe  and Ishm ael r e f r a i n  
from ad voca ting  any one way o f  i n t e r p r e t i n g  God's w i l l  in  human a f f a i r s .
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Of c o u rse ,  I s h m a e l 's  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  th e  ev en ts  aboard the  Pequod g iv e s  
him the  occas io n  to  w itn e ss  those  e v e n ts  in  h i s  own n a r r a t i v e l y  p r o p h e t ic  
manner. In C l a r e l , a lth o u g h  R olfe  i s  the  w i tn e ss  to  a  view o f  e x p e r i ­
ence t h a t  p roc la im s the  n e c e s s i t y  o f b e l ie v in g  in  God, C la r e l  i s  n o t  a
w i l l i n g  p a r t i c i p a n t  in  t h i s  view o f e x p e r ien c e .  A su re  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  
the  l o s s  of the p r o p h e t 's  p la ce  o f  power in  M e l v i l l e ' s  l a t e r  work l i e s  
in  the  f a c t  t h a t  in  C la re l  th e  p ro p h e t ic  R olfe  cannot g ive  a w i l l i n g  
C la re l  a t r u e  w itn e ss  to  th e  n a tu re  o f  God's w i l l  in  human a f f a i r s .
C la re l  wants to  b e l ie v e  b u t cannot f in d  any th ing  o r  anybody to  
b e l i e v e  i n .  I t  i s  in  t h i s  uncom fortab le  and f r u s t r a t i n g  s t a t e  of mind 
th a t  he s e t s  fo r th  from Je ru sa lem  w ith  R o lfe ,  V ine, and Nehemiah on a 
p i lg r im ag e .  C la r e l  hopes to  f in d  some s ig n  in  th e  w ild e rn e ss  t h a t  w i l l  
h e lp  to  r e s t o r e  h i s  f a i t h .  What C la r e l  e n co u n te rs  i n s t e a d ,  as re v e a le d  
in  Book I I ,  i s  th e  b a r re n  w ild e rn e ss  n e a r  the  Dead Sea t h a t  does no t
respond to  h i s  p le a  fo r  f a i t h .  Another member o f  t h i s  p i lg r im a g e ,
Mortmain, seeks  an a b so lu te  answer in  th e  w i ld e rn e ss  about God's n a tu re  
and w i l l  in  human a f f a i r s .  M ortmain 's f a i t h  w i l l  be r e s to r e d  on ly  
th rough  such knowledge; h i s  monomaniac sea rc h  le a v e s  a  very  deep im pres­
s io n  on th e  f a i t h  seek ing  C la r e l .  In  Mortmain, C la re l  r e c e iv e s  f u r t h e r  
c o n f irm a tio n  of the  f r u s t r a t i o n  and d e s p a i r  t h a t  aw a its  anyone who 
a s p i r e s  to  know God's w i l l  a b s o lu te ly .
Mortmain, the  second f ig u r e  in  th e  monomaniac sequence o f  ch arac ­
t e r s ,  i s  the  b a s ta r d  son o f  a nob le  Swedish la d y .  Spurned by h i s  p a r e n t s ,  
he i s  a man obsessed  w ith  u n d e rs tan d in g  the  n a tu re  of good and e v i l ,  and 
God's r e l a t i o n  to  th e  two. His l i f e  has  been an u n y ie ld in g  sea rc h  fo r  
what i s  good in  the  w orld . As the  n a r r a t o r  s t a t e s ,
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That u n c re a te d  Good
He so u g h t ,  whose absence i s  the  cause
Of c re ed s  and A t h e i s t s ,  mobs and law s.
( I I ,  i v ,  49-51)
The "u n c rea ted  Good" i s  God from whom Mortmain seeks an answer to  the  
q u e s t io n s  posed by h i s  own h a rsh  l i f e ,  and by th e  e v i l  i n  the  w orld . 
Mortmain wants God to  answer him p e r s o n a l ly .  P a ra d o x ic a l ly ,  b e fo re  
Mortmain w i l l  b e l ie v e  in  God, he w ants a b s o lu te  a ssu ran ce  t h a t  God 
e x i s t s .
Mortmain does no t of course  r e c e iv e  an answer to  h i s  q u e s t io n s ,  
because l i k e  Ahab and P i e r r e ,  Mortmain a lso  c a l l s  the  d e i t y  to  account 
fo r  th e  e v i l  in  th e  w orld . He cannot fo rce  an answer from a s i l e n t  
God. In  an e f f o r t  to  t e s t  God's b enevo lence , Mortmain le a v e s  th e  p i l ­
grim t r a i n  to  wander in  the  w ild s  n e a r  the  Dead Sea. He d a re s  God to  
come to  h i s  a id  i f  he needs i t  ( I I ,  xv ,  70 -80 ) . Mortmain i s  l a t e r  r e ­
u n i te d  w ith  the  p i lg r im s  a t  th e  Dead Sea, and h i s  b rash  ch a l len g e  b e fo re  
God goes unanswered.^
However, in  th e  s o l i t a r y  w i ld e rn e s s ,  Mortmain has formed some 
o p in io n s  o f  h i s  own, w ith o u t  d iv in e  g u id an ce ,  about th e  n a tu r e  of e v i l .  
Thus when he r e t u r n s  to  the  ca rav an , he i s  f i l l e d  w ith  an e v a n g e l ic a l  
f e r v e r ;  Mortmain a c t s  as  i f  God had r e a l l y  spoken to  him in  th e  d e s e r t .  
He e x c la im s ,  "RepentI re p e n t  in  every  la n d /  Or h e l l ' s  h o t  kingdom i s  
a t  hand!"  ( I I ,  x x x iv ,  30 -31) .
M ortm ain 's  s p e c u la t io n s  on the  n a tu re  o f  e v i l  make him f e e l  t h a t  
e v i l  i s  a "Doom w e ll  imposed, though sharp  and d r e a d , /  In  some g o d 's  
r e ig n ,  some god long f le d "  ( I I ,  x x x v i , 46 -4 7 ) .  And man has re f in e d  
t h i s  doom in to  th e  many m a n i f e s t a t io n s  of s o c i a l  i n j u s t i c e  and h a rsh
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l i v i n g  t h a t  Mortmain has e x p e r ien c e d .  C h ie f ly ,  Mortmain see s  women as 
th e  r o o t  cause of th e  p ro p a g a tio n  o f e v i l  i n  th e  w orld .
0 s o f t  m a n -e a te r ,  f u r r y - f i n e :
Oh, be thou  J a e l ,  be thou  Leah- 
Unfathomably s h a l lo w l-N o ! . . .
Thee, Thee, [women]
In th ee  the  f i lm y  c e l l  i s  spun- 
The mold thou a r t  o f  what men be:
Events a re  a l l  in  thee  begun-
( I I ,  x x x v i ,  93-95 , 99-102)
I t  i s  p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  p la u s i b le  t h a t  Mortmain would conclude t h a t  
the  c h ie f  agen t of e v i l  in  the  u n iv e rse  i s  a woman, e s p e c i a l l y  because 
h i s  own mother h a ted  him. I t  i s  n o t  c r e d i b l e ,  however, t h a t  Mortmain 
re c e iv e d  t h i s  message about th e  o r ig i n  of e v i l  from God, a lth o u g h  Mort­
main a c t s  a s  i f  he were speak ing  w ith  p ro p h e t ic  f e r v o r .  In  e f f e c t  
Mortmain fo o ls  h im se lf  in to  b e l ie v in g  and h o ld in g  onto  t h i s  a b s o l u t i s t  
y e t  u n in s p ire d  view of e v i l .  From t h i s  p o in t  on in  Book I I ,  u n t i l  h i s  
d ea th  a t  Mar Saba in  Book I I I ,  Mortmain i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  u s e le s s  to  
C la r e l .  The monomaniac v i t u p e r a t i o n  t h a t  pe rvades  M ortm ain 's  o u tlo o k  
on human ex p e r ien ce  i s  too a b s o l u t i s t  f o r  C la r e l .  The f a t e  of a man 
such as  Mortmain, who seeks the  sou rce  o f  u n c re a te d  good and th e  o r ig i n  
o f  e v i l ,  does n o t  le a d  him to  God b u t to  a l i e n a t i o n  and d e a th ,  C la re l  
i s  once a g a in  exposed to  an a b s o lu te  se e k e r  o f  God's word and su c c e ss ­
f u l l y  r e j e c t s .
The r e j e c t i o n  o f  Mortmain does n o t  r a i s e  C l a r e l ' s  s p i r i t s .  Mort­
m ain, l i k e  th e  o th e r  a b so lu te  s e e k e rs  of d iv in e  knowledge in  the  poem, 
i s  d e s t in e d  to  f a i l .  C la re l  sees  th rough  M ortm ain 's  f a i l u r e  the
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I m p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  hav ing  c e r t a i n ,  d iv in e  knowledge. F u r the rm ore , in  
Book I I  C la r e l  e n co u n te rs  a n o th e r  p o s i t i o n  a v a i l a b l e  to  th e  f a i t h  seek­
ing  man. In  the  c o n v e rsa t io n s  between R olfe  and Derwent, C la r e l  g a in s  
a p e r s p e c t iv e  on th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  b e l i e v in g  in  som ething t h a t  cannot 
be claimed c e r t a i n .
Derwent i s  a f o i l  f o r  the  a b s o l u t i s t  Mortmain. An A nglican p r i e s t ,  
D erw en t 's  view of f a i t h  in  God i s  f a c i l e l y  o p t i m i s t i c .  He responds 
d i r e c t l y  to  M ortm ain 's  c r i t i c i s m  o f the  now com m ercialized landmarks in  
th e  Garden o f Gethsemane.
Me th in k s ,  good f r i e n d ,  too much you c h id e .
I know th e se  p r e c i n c t s .  S t i l l ,  b e l i e v e , -  
And l e t ' s  d i s c a r d  each i d l e  t r o p e -  
R ig h t ly  c o n s id e re d ,  th ey  can give 
A hope to  man, a c h e e r f u l  hope.
( I I ,  i i i ,  129-33)
Derwent i s  too  ready  to  b e l i e v e  t h a t  God e x i s t s  and th a t  man can e a s i l y  
b e l ie v e  in  God.
R o lfe ,  however, i s  most k een ly  aware o f  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  t h a t  modem 
man has in  b e l i e v in g  in  God. R olfe  p o in t s  to  the  cause f o r  f a i t h l e s s ­
n e ss  in  h i s t o r y ;  God i s  no lo n g e r  a fo r c e .  R o l f e 's  argument i s  ex p re ssed  
most f u l l y  in  th e  w i ld e rn e s s  o f  th e  Dead Sea in  Book I I .  Here he a sk s ,  
"W hither h a s t  f l e d ,  thou  d e i t y /  So g e n ia l? "  ( I I ,  x x i ,  65 -6 6 ) .  Man has 
l o s t  h i s  b e l i e f  in  God because  he has p e rv e r te d  and abused h i s  fe l lo w  man. 
Oh, men
Made e a r th  inhuman; y e s ,  a  den
Worse f o r  C h r i s t ' s  coming, s in c e  h i s  love
[P e rv e r te d ]  d id  bu t venom prove .
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In p a r t  t h a t ' s  pa ssed .
( I I ,  x x i ,  85-90)
What a re  l e f t  to  modern man a re  th e  dubious d reg s"  ( I I ,  x x i ,  91) of 
C h r i s t i a n i t y  because  man h as  c u t  h im se lf  o f f  from God.
While th e  "d reg s"  of C h r i s t i a n i t y  a re  a l l  t h a t  remain fo r  man, th e re  
i s  s t i l l  some sou rce  o f  f a i t h  in  th e se  d re g s .  A f te r  the  p i l g r im s '  en­
co u n te r  w ith  a  Dominican p r i e s t  ( I I ,  x x v ) , R olfe  comments on the  r e s i d u a l  
v a lu e  of th e  C a th o l ic  Church a s  a source  f o r  modern m an 's  f a i t h .  The 
C hurch 's  endurance in to  th e  modem age I s  seen by Rolfe a s  a v e s t i g e  of 
d iv in e  power, a  l a s t i n g  m a n i f e s t a t io n  o f  th e  d e i t y .  The C hurch 's  o ld  
r i t u a l s  and t r a d i t i o n s  have some v i t a l  power.
What mean h e r  [ th e  C a th o l ic  C hurch 's]  re -a d o p te d  modes
Even in  th e  enemy abodes?
T h e ir  p la c e  o ld  emblem reassume.
( I I ,  x x v i ,  167-169)
R olfe  i s  n o t  an advoca te  f o r  convers ion  to  th e  C a th o l ic  Church a s  the  
answer fo r  th e  f a i t h  s eek in g  man. But th e  Church does r e p r e s e n t  f o r  
R o lfe  a s ig n  t h a t  God once l iv e d  and t h a t  man s t i l l  has a b a s i s  f o r
g
b e l i e v in g  in  God.
I t  i s  R olfe  who o f f e r s  C la r e l  a v ia b le  a l t e r n a t i v e  f o r  the  f a i t h  
see k in g  man. S t i l l  C la re l  cannot a s s e n t  to  R o l f e 's  p e r s o n a l  b e l i e f  th a t  
i f  man wants to b e l ie v e  in  God he must a llow  God to  use w hatever means 
( s u p e r n a tu r a l  and n a t u r a l )  He sees  f i t  to  communicate H im self to  man.
Thus C l a r e l ' s  re sp o n se  to  R olfe  in  Book I I  i s  u n sym pathe tic .  C la re l  s t i l l  
seek s  some s u r e r  s ig n  than  Rolfe can o f f e r .
Moreover, th e  o p t io n s  f o r  th e  f a i t h  seek ing  man a re  becoming s e v e re ly  
l im i t e d  as C la r e l  wanders th rough  th e  w ild e rn e ss  to  Mar Saba. M ortm ain 's
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o b s es s io n  w ith  a b s o lu te  c e r t i t u d e  exc lu d es  him from C l a r e l ’s  a l l e g i a n c e .  
And Book I I  c lo s e s  w ith  th e  dea th  o f  Nehemiah, th e  m i l l e n a r i a n  who was 
C l a r e l ’s  gu ide  in  Je ru sa lem . Nehemiah dreams a v i s io n  of th e  "New 
Je ru sa lem "  ( I I ,  x x x v i i i ,  42) to  which God c a l l s  him. Nehemiah dreams th a t  
he h e a r s  God say ,
Pa in  i s  no more, no more i s  d e a th ;
I wipe away a l l  t e a r s :  Come, ye ,
E n te r ,  i t  i s  e t e r n i t y .
( I I ,  x x x v i i i ,  29-31)
P u rsu in g  t h i s  v i s i o n  and God's c a l l ,  Nehemiah walks in  h i s  s le e p  in to  the
Dead Sea and drowns. No more d em o n s tra t iv e  example cou ld  have been
o f f e r e d  as  a commentary on th e  consequences o f  Nehemiah 's prophecy.
Those who z e a lo u s ly  b e l ie v e  in  God’ s p e r s o n a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n  in  a man’s
l i f e  (such as  Nehemiah), and those  who z e a lo u s ly  b e l i e v e  t h a t  God w i l l
never  in te rv e n e  in  a m an 's  l i f e  (such as  C elio  and Mortmain) s u f f e r  the
consequence of dea th  as  th e  p r i c e  o f  t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  r e l i e f s .
Prophecy i s  im p o ss ib le  in  t h i s  w orld . C e r ta in ly  prophecy cannot
h e lp  the  f a i t h  s e e k e r .  I f  C la re l  i s  to  escape from th e  w i ld e rn e s s ,
l i t e r a l l y  and s p i r i t u a l l y ,  he must f in d  a  new g u ide .
A guide u n f o r tu n a te ly  i s  n o t  im m ediate ly  fo r thcom ing . In  Book I I I ,
C la r e l  ta k e s  re fu g e  from th e  w i ld e rn e s s  in  the  s o l i t a r y  Greek m onaste ry ,
Mar Saba. Here the  p i lg r im s  o s t e n s i b l y  f in d  a C h r i s t i a n  haven from t h e i r
w andering. However, the  m onastery  on ly  s e rv e s  to  p o la r i z e  C l a r e l ' s
awareness o f  growing doubt and d im in ish in g  f a i t h .  I t  i s  in  t h i s  t h i r d
s e c t io n  o f  th e  poem, as Kenny n o te s ,  t h a t  C la r e l  becomes aware o f  the
g
"aw ful f a c t  o f  n o th in g n e s s ."  I r o n i c a l l y ,  C la r e l  re a ch e s  t h i s  s p i r i t u a l  
n a d i r  i n  the  o v e r t l y  r e l i g i o u s  and C h r i s t i a n  su rro u n d in g s  of Mar Saba.
1 1 0
J u s t  b e fo re  the t r a v e l e r s  a r r i v e  a t  th e  m onastery , they  engage in  
some p e s s im is t i c  d i s c u s s io n s  about th e  e x is te n c e  o f  God ( I I I ,  v ,  40-60) 
and about th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of f a i t h  i n  God, "But in  h e r  P r o s t e s t a n t  r e p o s e /  
Snores f a i t h  toward h e r  m o rta l  c lo s e ? "  ( I l l ,  v ,  73 -74 ) .  C la r e l  remains 
ou t of th e se  c o n v e r s a t io n s ,  an o b se rv e r  who i s  l o a t h  to  be invo lved  on 
a n y o n e 's  s id e .  Even when the  p i lg r im s  a r r i v e  a t  Mar Saba and t r y  to  
r a l l y  t h e i r  f a l l i n g  s p i r i t s  w ith  r e v e l s ,  th e  s p e c te r  o f  doubt r a i s e d  in  
t h e i r  e a r l i e r  remarks s t i l l  h au n ts  C la r e l .
With what sweep
Doubt p lu n g e s ,  and from maw to  maw;
T r a d i t io n s  none the  n a t io n s  keep -  
Old t i e s  d is s o lv e  in  one wide thaw;
( I I I ,  x iv ,  103-06)
In t h i s  despondent s t a t e ,  in  t h i s  hollow  C h r i s t i a n  re fu g e ,  C la re l  
has two key c o n v e r s a t io n s ,  one w ith  Derwent, and th e  o th e r  w ith  R o lfe . 
These two d ia lo g u e s  r e v e a l  th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  of th e s e  men to  th e  f a i t h  
seek ing  C la re l .  His d e s i r e  f o r  some a f f i r m a t io n  o f  f a i t h  i s  u n f u l f i l l e d  
by bo th  men. Derwent In  f a c t  evokes open h o s t i l i t y  from C la r e l .  Urging 
t h a t  C la re l  adopt h i s  p r a c t i c a l  view of th e  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h ,  ["Have 
F a i th ,  which, even from th e  myth/ Draws something to  be u s e f u l  w i th : "
( I I I ,  x x i ,  186-87)]»  Derwent r e v e a ls  to  C la r e l  th e  s u p e r f i c i a l ,  s p i r i t u ­
a l l y  b a r re n  n a tu re  o f  h is  f a i t h .  Derwent p ro c la im s ,
Less l i g h t
Than warmth needs e a r t h l y  w ig h t.
C h r is t  b u i l t  a h e a r th :  the  flame I s  dead
W e 'l l  say ,  e x t i n c t ;  bu t l i n g e r s  y e t ,
Enlodged in  s to n e ,  th e  hoarded h e a t .
I l l
Why n o t n u rse  th a t?
( I l l ,  x x i ,  246-51)
Derwent in  e f f e c t  says t h a t  f a i t h  i s  a m a t t e r  of what one w ants to  
b e l i e v e ,  r a t h e r  than  what God wants one to  b e l i e v e .  Why n o t ,  in  D erw en t 's  
words, want to  b e l i e v e ;  i t ' s  e a s i e r  than s t r u g g l i n g ,  "Betwixt r e j e c t i o n  
and b e l i e f "  ( I I I ,  x x i ,  286)? C l a r e l ' s  answer i s  s w i f t  and em passioned. 
"Doubt b le e d s ,  n o r  F a i th  i s  f r e e  from p a in ! "  ( I l l ,  x x i ,  309). In s te a d  
o f  a humane, warm f e e l i n g ,  "enlodged in  s t o n e , "  C la r e l  wants a f a i t h  t h a t  
can come on ly  from God, even i f  such f a i t h  i s  p a in f u l  to  h o ld .  A f te r  
t h i s  c o n v e r s a t io n ,  C la re l  never has much confidence  in  D erw en t 's  optimism. 
Somewhat l i k e  the  Confidence Man, Derwent i s  n o t  r e a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  in  
r e a l i t i e s ,  in  t h i s  case  th e  t ru e  n a tu re  o f  f a i t h ,  so much as  he i s  i n t e r ­
e s te d  in  p le a s in g  appea rance .
C l a r e l ' s  c o n v e rsa t io n  w ith  Rolfe does n o t  f i n a l l y  dec ide  h i s  a t t i t u d e  
toward R olfe . S t i l l ,  C la re l  acknowledges t h a t  R olfe  too has  a weakness. 
E s s e n t i a l l y ,  R o lfe ,  i n  h i s  a n a l y t i c a l  approach to  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  i s  unemo­
t i o n a l  about th e  r i t u a l s  and r i t e s  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y .  E x p la in in g  th e  
h i s t o r y  and r i t e  o f  Greek E a s te r ,  a r i t e  t h a t  c e l e b r a t e s  th e  " re c e iv in g  
from heaven of th e  Holy F i r e " ^  in  an e l a b o r a t e  e x e r c i s e  t h a t  In c o rp o ra te s  
bo th  z e a l  and h y s t e r i a ,  R olfe  observes  t h a t  th e  Greek C h r i s t i a n s  m a in ta in  
t h i s  E a s te r  f i r e  r i t u a l  because
'T i s  a n c i e n t ,  ' t i s  en tan g led  so 
With v i t a l  th in g s  o f n e ed fu l  sway;
Scarce da re  they  d e v ia te  t h a t  way.
( I l l ,  x v i , 136-38)
Rolfe acknowledges th e  need to  m a in ta in  r e l i g i o u s  r i t u a l s  from th e  p a s t  
as a source  o f  r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h  f o r  the  p r e s e n t ,  even though th e se  r i t u a l s
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may no t be as  I n s p i r in g  today as  they  once were.
The p ro sp e c t  t h a t  a b e l i e v e r  in  God can have only  v e s t i g i a l  forms 
to w orship  in  o rd e r  to  v e r i f y  o n e 's  f a i t h  in  God u p s e ts  C la r e l .  He 
alm ost w ishes  t h a t  R olfe  were "a p a r t i s a n "  ( I I I ,  x v i i ,  262) l i k e  Nehemiah, 
a d v o ca tin g  w h o leh ea r ted ly  one empassioned though unconvincing f a i t h  in  
God. C la re l  s ee s  R o l f e 's  broad h i s t o r i c a l  and a n a l y t i c a l  approach to  
f a i t h  and r e l i g i o n  as a "ho llow , m a n y s i d e d n e s s . ( I I I ,  x v i , 266). C la re l  
does no t y e t  reco g n ize  in  R o l f e 's  o v e r ly  t o l e r a n t  view o f  h i s t o r i c a l  
C h r i s t i a n i t y  a view th a t  encompasses th e  r e a l i t i e s  o f  doubt and f a i t h  in  
human e x p e r ien c e .
C la re l  does n o t  in  s h o r t  see  R o l f e 's  h o n es ty .  The response  to  Rolfe 
a t  t h i s  p o in t  in  the  poem i s  an em otiona l one,
C la re l  knew d e c l in e  
Of a l l  h i s  s p i r i t s ,  a s  may one 
Who h e a r s  some s to r y  of h i s  l i n e  
Which shows him h a l f  h i s  house undone.
R evulsion  came.
( I l l ,  x v i i ,  252-56)
Unlike P i e r r e  whose dow nfa ll  was i n  p a r t  due to  h i s  moral r e v u ls io n  a t  
h e a r in g  u n p le a s a n t ly  "some s to ry  of h i s  l i n e , " ^  C la re l  does n o t  h u r l  
h im s e lf  i n to  o p p o s i t io n  w ith  e i t h e r  R olfe  o r  Derwent. Mortmain p rov ides  
C la re l  w ith  an example of what em otional r e b e l l i o n  means. C la re l  knows, 
from the  example o f Mortmain, t h a t  em otiona l r e b e l l i o n  means d e a th .
S t i l l  the  p a ss io n  of th e  d o u b te r  i s  an a t t r a c t i v e  fo rce  f o r  C la r e l ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  when compared to  th e  r e l a t i v e l y  unempassioned R o lfe .  Thus 
Book I I I  moves towards i t s  c o n c lu s io n  and C la re l  has n o t  y e t  found a 
s p i r i t u a l  l e a d e r .  Furtherm ore , C l a r e l ' s  s p i r i t u a l  c r i s i s  deepens w ith
113
M ortm ain 's  d e a th .
During th e  r e v e l s  t h a t  p reced e  th e  p i l g r i m s '  s t a y  a t  Mar Saba, Vine 
re n d e rs  h i s  im press ion  of Mortmain and R olfe  s e a te d  to g e th e r .
M ethinks (mused V in e ) ,  ' t i s  A hab 's  c o u r t  
And yon the  T i s h b i te  [Mortmain]; h e ' l l  c o n so r t  
Not lo n g , bu t Kedron seek .
( I l l ,  x i ,  230-32)
V in e 's  d e s c r ip t i o n  i s  o b v io u s ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  oecause i t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  
Mortmain as  a p ro p h e t ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  th e  p rophe t E l i j a h  who a t te n d e d  King 
A hab's  c o u r t .  Obviously  too M e lv i l le  i s  drawing some a t t e n t i o n  to  the  
s i m i l a r i t y  between Mortmain and E l i j a h  in  Moby-Dick, an e n ig m a tic  p rophe t 
whose words a re  a  puzz le  to  Ishm ael. While the  echo o f  E l i j a h ,  th e  e n ig ­
m a tic  f ig u r e  from Moby-Dick, h e lp s  to  e x p la in  M ortm ain 's  m y s te r io u s  
q u a l i t y ,  the  b i b l i c a l  a l l u s i o n  i s  more f r u i t f u l  in  e x p la in in g  M ortm ain 's  
p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r  because E l i j a h  the  T i s h b i t e  warned Ahab o f v i o l e n t  
th in g s  th a t  would happen and then  r e t i r e d  to  th e  d e s e r t  b e fo re  God 
appeared to  him a g a in .  C le a r ly ,  M ortm ain 's  speeches do have p ro p h e t ic  
w arnings in  them. F urtherm ore , th e re  i s  a  r e s i g n a t i o n  t h a t  su rrounds  
Mortmain in  d e a th ,  s im i la r  to  the  r e s i g n a t i o n  t h a t  su rrounded  E l i j a h  
b e fo re  h i s  end.
At th e  end o f  Book I I I ,  Mortmain e x p e r ie n c e s  a  h e ig h te n ed  s p i r i t u a l  
moment b e fo re  th e  Palm of S t .  Saba. The t r e e  i s  f r a u g h t  w ith  r e l i g i o u s  
s ig n i f i c a n c e  f o r  a l l  the  p i lg r im s .  Reputed to  have been p la n te d  by 
S t .  Saba h im s e l f ,  th e  t r e e  i s  a t r a d i t i o n a l  sou rce  o f  hope and f a i t h .  
Indeed Derwent a d d re s se s  th e  palm in  hope,
Thou b e n e d ic t io n  in  th e  la n d ,
A new m illenn ium  m a y 's t  thou  s ta n d :
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So f a i r ,  no f a t e  would do th e e  harm.
( I l l ,  xxv, 68-70)
Mortmain i s  n o t q u i t e  so o p t i m i s t i c .  S t i l l  he does want to  b e l ie v e  th a t  
t h i s  f e r t i l e  t r e e  growing in  th e  m ids t of a  d e s e r t  does sym bolize God 
e x i s t i n g  In  the  w orld o f men. Mortmain a d d re ss e s  th e  t r e e ,
Envoy, whose lo o k s  the  pang a ssu a g e ,
D isc lo se  thy  heaven ly  e m b a s s a g e ! . , .
And s w a y 's t  thou  over h e re  toward me- 
Toward me can such a symbol sway!
( I l l ,  x x v i i i ,  57-65)
M ortm ain 's  p le a  i s  no t answered d i r e c t l y  by th e  t r e e  or by God o f 
c o u rse .  I n s te a d ,  Mortmain f a l l s  i n to  a dream in  which "He f e l t  as 
f l o a t e d  up in  c h e e r /  Of s a i n t  borne heavenward from th e  b i e r "  ( I I I ,  
x x v i i i ,  7 1 -7 2 ) .  T h is  dream seems rem arkab ly  l i k e  Nehemiah's dream v i s io n  
j u s t  b e fo re  h i s  d e a th .  S im i l a r ly ,  M ortm ain 's  dream i s  h i s  l a s t .  He 
awakens from t h i s  p le a s a n t  v i s io n  to  remember a l l  "The y e a r s  o u t l i v e d ,  
w ith  a l l  t h e i r  b l a c k ; "  ( I I I ,  x v i i i ,  83 ) .  Then he p ray s  ag a in  to  th e  t r e e  
to  comfort him in  h i s  moment o f  d e a th .
That Mortmain r e c e iv e s  t h i s  com fort from God I s  n o t  c l e a r .  When 
C la r e l  does f in d  Mortmain dead , he i s  rem arkab ly  p e a c e fu l  in  r e p o s e ,  
w ith  an e a g l e ' s  f e a t h e r  on h i s  l i p s .  The f e a th e r  i s  c e r t a i n l y  sym bolic , 
b u t  o f  what one can n o t  d e f i n i t e l y  say . An e ag le  had e a r l i e r  taken  
M ortm ain 's  cap from h i s  head ( I I I ,  xxv).  For A gath, t h i s  e a g le  r e p r e ­
s e n t s  th e  d e v i l :  "The d e v i l ' s  i n  th e s e  e a g l e s - g i e r "  ( I I I ,  xxv , 143).
That Mortmain d ie s  w ith  an e a g l e ' s  f e a t h e r  on h i s  l i p s  may su g g es t  a 
f i n a l  v i c to r y  by demonic f o r c e s .  A lso ,  th e  b i b l i c a l  echo of th e  eag le  
i s  u n m is tak ab le .  Mortmain in  a l l  h i s  s u f f e r in g  resem bles  Job .
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Moreover, Job l e a r n s  a l e s s o n  from th e  e a g le  to o ,  when God says  to  him, 
"Doth the  e ag le  mount a t  th y  command, and make h e r  n e s t  on h igh?"
(Job . 3 9 :2 7 ) .  Job l e a r n s  accep tan ce  o f  d iv in e  w i l l ;  he can no more 
u n de rs tand  God's way than  he can c o n t r o l  the  e a g l e ' s  movements. So i t  
i s  w ith  Mortmain. Perhaps th e  e a g l e ' s  f e a t h e r  i s  a  f i n a l  subm iss ion  to  
the  in e x p l ic a b le  w i l l  of God. As Job i s  t o l d ,  "And where th e  s l a i n  a r e ,  
th e re  i s  she [ e a g le ] "  (Job . 3 9 :3 0 ) .  Perhaps Mortmain does l e a r n  t h i s  
subm ission  which the  e a g l e ’ s f e a t h e r  on h i s  l i p s  seems to  su g g e s t .
The f i n a l  sequence of e v e n ts  in  M ortmain’s l i f e  s e rv e s  as  a grim 
-  rem inder to  C la re l  t h a t  one cannot rage  a g a in s t  d iv in e  m ystery  in  t h i s  
world w ith o u t  some d i r e  consequence. M ortm ain 's  d ea th  i s  c a s t  as 
a nob le  one. Yet th e  c u r io u s  dream v i s io n  and th e  accompanying waking 
rem inders  o f  h o r ro r  t h a t  p recede  h i s  death  pose an ambiguous problem. 
Does he s u c c e s s f u l ly  r e c e iv e  th e  s p i r i t u a l  comfort t h a t  he p ray s  f o r  in  
death?  Or does he end s p i r i t u a l l y  as  he does p h y s i c a l l y ,  a lo n e  and 
o u tc a s t?  Like C e l io ,  Mortmain i s  n o t  p e rm it te d  a  C h r i s t i a n  b u r i a l ;  the  
monks cannot a llow  one who has blasphemed as  Mortmain has to  be b u r ie d  
w i th in  the  m onastery .
Thus M ortm ain 's d ea th  makes C la r e l  co n fro n t  th e  f a c t  of n o th in g ­
n e s s ,  t h a t  i s ,  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  th e re  can be no f a i t h ,  no r  any 
advocate  f o r  f a i t h  in  th e  w orld . Th is  monomaniac's p l i g h t  i s  u l t im a te ly  
a d ism al one; c e r t a i n l y  th e r e  i s  n o th in g  to  s u g g e s t ,  e x cep t  f o r  the  
am biguity  o f  the eag le  f e a t h e r ,  t h a t  Mortmain made a s a t i s f y i n g  p ac t  
w ith  God. In the t h i r d  book, t h e r e f o r e ,  ta k in g  re fu g e  in  the  only  
b a s t io n  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  in  th e  b a r re n  d e s e r t ,  C la r e l  v e r i f i e s  ag a in  th e  
f a i l u r e  o f  an a b s o l u t i s t  to  r e v e a l  a v i t a l  c o n ta c t  between God and man. 
Furtherm ore , Derwent and R o lfe  r e v e a l  t h e i r  weaknesses a s  men o f  f a i t h ;
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they cannot p ro v id e  C la re l  w ith  a  b a s i s  f o r  even a s im ple b e l i e f  in  God. 
The movement through th e  Holy Land has  been a s p i r i t u a l  d i s a s t e r  fo r  
C la r e l .  The jo u rn e y  to  Bethlehem, which com prises the  movement in  
Book IV, b eg in s  in  deep i ro n y .  C la r e l  s e t s  ou t f o r  th e  b i r t h p l a c e  of 
C h r is t  w ith o u t  any hope th a t  he may once again  b e l i e v e  t h a t  God e x i s t s  
o r  c a re s  f o r  man.
Mortmain’s dea th  in  Book I I I  le a v e s  the  t r a v e l e r s  w ith  no spokesman 
to  oppose th e  f a c i l e l y  o p t i m i s t i c  Derwent. A gath, an o ld  s a i l o r  who 
jo i n s  th e  p i lg r im s  in  Book I I I ,  assumes something o f the  c h a r a c te r  of 
th e  monomaniac a f t e r  R o l f e ’s d e a th .  Although n o t  consumed w ith  d e s p a i r ,  
as Celio  and Mortmain w ere, Agath no lo n g e r  has f a i t h  and does n o t
b e l ie v e  t h a t  th e  Holy Land w i l l  g iv e  him a new sou rce  o f  b e l i e f .  For
when th e  p i lg r im s  le av e  Mar Saba f o r  Bethlehem and th e  r e tu r n  to  J e r u ­
salem , Agath c r i e s ,
See y e ,  see?
'Way ov e r  where th e  gray h i l l s  b e ;
Yonder-no, t h e r e -  t h a t  upland dim:
Wreck, ho.' th e  w reck-Jerusalem !
(IV, i ,  188-91)
But Agath has n o t  always been com pletely  w ith o u t  f a i t h .  As th e  
p i lg r im s  d i s c o v e r ,  Agath has emblazoned on h i s  arm a t a t t o o  o f  the  
c r u c i f i x io n  scene . He d e s c r ib e s  th e  t a t t o o ' s  h i s t o r y  and meaning f o r  
him.
Sketched out i t  was on Christm as day 
Off Java-H ead. L i t t l e  I  thought 
(A h e e d le s s  l a d ,  s c a rc e  through y o u th 's  s t r a i t s -  
How h opefu l on the  w reck fu l way)
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What meant t h i s  th in g  which ye s e e ,
The b le e d in g  man upon the  t r e e ;
S ince  then  I ' v e  f e l t  i t ,  and the  f a t e s .
(IV, i i ,  73-80)
From A g a th 's  rem arks , i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  th e  t a t t o o  no lo n g e r  has 
s ig n i f i c a n c e  fo r  him in  h i s  p r e s e n t  s t a t e  as a p i lg r im .  As Rolfe 
rem ark s ,
Ncv the  s ig n  [ th e  t a t t o o ] ,
Losing the  im port and t r u e  key ,
Descends to  boa tsw ains  o f  th e  b r in e .
(IV, i i ,  123-25)
Vine c a l l s  Agath a "man o f  n a tu r e  t r u e /  I f  s im ple"  (IV, i i ,  196-97) , 
and says  t h a t  h i s  t a t t o o  i s  something "Upblooming from h i s  a n c ie n t  
c reed "  (IV, i i ,  200). Thus Agath wears a dead symbol on h i s  arm. He i s  
fo r  th e  p i lg r im s  a man o f sorrows and m is fo r tu n e  whose l i f t  has n o t  been
marked, as h i s  arm h a s ,  by any s ign  o f C h r i s t ,  o r  even benevo lence .
U nlike C elio  o r  Mortmain, however, Agath does n o t  r a i l  a g a in s t  God
f o r  h i s  m is fo r tu n e .  The o ld  man in s te a d  re c o u n ts  h i s  e a r ly  l i f e  as  a
s a i l o r .  He compares h i s  form er l i f e  on a f a r  i s l a n d ,  a  d ism al p lace  
["There  c louds hang low, b u t  y i e ld  no r a i n - "  (IV , i i i ,  5 ) ] ,  to  h i s  l i f e  
in  " t h i s  s t r i c k e n  lan d "  (IV, i i ,  2 1 0 ) ,  th e  Holy Land. The s i m i l a r i t y  
in  A g a th 's  mind between th e  faraway i s l a n d  and th e se  C h r i s t i a n  lands  
em phasizes again  the  lo s s  of f a i t h  In  th e  modem w orld . A gath’ s p re ­
s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h i s  lo s s  of f a i t h  i s  much l e s s  v i o l e n t  than e i t h e r  C e l io 's  
or M ortm ain 's .  There i s  in  A g a th 's  c h a r a c te r  a s t ro n g  sense  o f  r e s ig n a ­
t i o n  to  the  way th in g s  have tu rned  ou t in  h i s  l i f e .  A f te r  Agath 
f i n i s h e s  h i s  r e c o l l e c t i o n s ,  he s i t s  l i k e  a  dumb an im al,  "Which b e t t e r
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may ab ide  l i f e ' s  f a t e /  Than comprehend" (IV , 111, 107-08).
A g a th 's  c h a r a c te r  I s  n o t  l o s t  on C la r e l .  The mood of r e s ig n a t i o n  
t h a t  perm eates A g a th 's  l i f e  of m is fo r tu n e ,  a l i f e  a p p a re n t ly  unexpla ined  
o r  unaided by God, prompts C la r e l  to  a sk ,
What may man know?. . .
Since t h i s , th e n ,  can b a f f l e  so -
Our n a t u r a l  h a r b o r - i t  were s t r a n g e
I f  t h a t  [w orld , heaven] a l l e g e d ,  which i s  a f a r ,
Should no t confound us when we range 
In  re v e ry  where i t s  problems a r e .
(IV, i i i , 109-20)
I f  Agath a c c e p ts  w ith o u t  q u e s t io n  h i s  p e rs o n a l  d i s a s t e r s  in  q u ie t  r e s i g ­
n a t i o n ,  how can C la r e l  do o th e rw ise  in  h i s  l i f e ?  C la re l  sees  an example 
o f noble  endurance in  Agath and re c o g n iz e s  th e  s i m i l a r i t y  in  s p i r i t  
between A g a th 's  r e s ig n a t i o n  to th in g s  th e  way they  a r e ,  and R o l f e 's  
hones t  a t te m p t  to  a ccep t  th e  m anysidedness and m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  l i f e ' s  
a c t io n s  and meaning. For as C la re l  s a y s ,
Green and u n su re ,
And in  a t te n d a n c e  on a mind [ R o l f e 's ]
Poised  a t  s e l f - c e n t e r  and m a tu re ,
Do I  b u t  lacquey i t  behind?
Yea, h e re  in  frame of though t and word 
But wear th e  c a s t  c lo th e s  of my lo rd ?
(IV, i i i ,  125-30)
C l a r e l ' s  wonder t h a t  R olfe  may be h i s  " lo r d "  i s  c e n t r a l  to  C l a r e l ' s  
un d e rs tan d in g  of what r o l e  p ro p h e ts  and prophecy p lay  in  h i s  l i f e .  E a rly  
in  Book I ,  th e  n a r r a t o r  r e f e r s  to  R olfe  a s  an In c a rn a t io n  o f  the  Hindu
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god, Vishnu; i t  w i l l  be remembered in  t h i s  s tu d y  t h a t  Ishm ael a l s o  
claim s Moby-Dick to  be an in c a r n a t io n  o f  Vishnu. Thus R olfe  i s  a 
n a t u r a l l y  d iv in e  s o r t  o f  man in  th e  same way t h a t  the  whale i s  a  n a t u r a l  
god. In I s h m a e l 's  case  o f  course  he g iv e s  a t e n t a t i v e  w i tn e s s  to  th e  
w h a le 's  s u p e r n a tu r a l  c h a r a c te r  in  h i s  p ro p h e t ic  n a r r a t i o n .  The obvious 
q u e s t io n  i s  does C la r e l  a l s o  g ive  such w i tn e ss  and a f f i r m a t i o n  to  
Rolfe? The answer i s  u n f o r tu n a t e ly ,  no. I t  i s  the  n a r r a t o r  in  the  
poem who c la im s R o l f e 's  d iv in e  a f f i n i t y ,  n o t  C la r e l .  S t i l l  C la re l  i s  
allowed to  see  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  R olfe  might be a godly  s o r t  o f  man, 
worthy of f a i t h  and b e l i e f ,  bu t f i n a l l y  n o t  a p ro p h e t ,  n o t  a  spokesman 
f o r  God f o r  the  f r u s t r a t e d  C la re l .
Nothing i l l u s t r a t e s  more c l e a r l y  R o l f e 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  speak to  
C la re l  than  th e  f a c t  th a t  im m ediate ly  a f t e r  A g a th 's  comments Ungar 
dominates the  a c t i o n  w ith  monomaniacal r a i l i n g s  s im i l a r  to  C e l l o 's  and 
M ortm ain 's . Th is  r e c u r r in g  p a t t e r n  o f  exposure  to  t o r t u r e d  men seek ing  
some a b s o lu te  answer from God o r  about God i s  u n re l ie v e d  In  C l a r e l ' s  
l i f e .  Ungar I s  o f  course  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from the  o th e r s  In  h i s  
monomania; bu t th e  o b sess io n  w ith  a b s o lu te  t r u t h  and th e  consequent 
d e p re ss io n  and d e s p a i r  which fo l lo w  when no answer i s  fo r thcom ing  from 
God a re  c l e a r l y  p r e s e n t .
Ungar, a  h a l f -b lo o d e d  In d ia n  who fough t f o r  th e  Confederacy in  the  
American C iv i l  War, i s  a  v e ry  d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  o f monomaniac from C elio  and 
Mortmain. Ungar d e s i r e s  a  c e r t a i n  f a i t h  in  the  modern age as  one t h a t  
can b r in g  c i v i l i z e d  man to  h i s  h ig h e s t  ach ievem en ts .  But U n g a r 's  d e s i r e s  
a re  u n f u l f i l l e d ;  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s  n o t  a  sav ing  fo rc e  in  th e  w o rld .  Ungar 
s t a t e s ,
C h r i s t ' s  p a s t o r a l  p a ra b le s  d iv in e ,
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B rea th in g  the  sweet b r e a th  o f  sweet k in e ,
As wholesome to o ;  how many f e e l?
(IV, x v i i i , 126-28)
Nor i s  th e  I n s t i t u t i o n  o f  democracy a  sav ing  b e l i e f  f o r  man in  s o c i e t y ,
Ay, Dem ocracy...
The P a s t  she sp u rn s ,  though t i s  the  p a s t  
From which she g e ts  h e r  s av in g  p a r t -  
That Good which l e t s  h e r  E v i l  l a s t .
(IV, x i x ,  133-40)
In a f a i t h l e s s  w o rld ,  Ungar i s  th e  vo ice  o f  modem man who has  seen what
s o c ie ty  can o f f e r  and has  found i t  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y .  Ungar’ s angu ish  i s
summed up in  h i s  cu rse  upon th e  dem ocra tic  America which spawned the  
C iv i l  War, "Arch s trum pet o f  an impious age" (IV , x ix ,  145).
Rolfe  fo r  h i s  p a r t  t r i e s  to  r e f u t e  Ungar’s d e s p a i r in g  view o f the  
modem world and i t s  s o c i a l  and r e l i g i o u s  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  In  response  to  
the  c e r t a i n t y  w ith  which Ungar p r e d i c t s  th e  c o l la p s e  o f modem m an 's 
s o c i a l  and r e l i g i o u s  i n s t i t u t u i o n s  and b e l i e f s ,  R olfe  g iv e s  a ba lanced  
r e p ly ,
Not much i s  c e r t a i n .
God is-m an.
The human n a t u r e , the  d iv in e -
Have bo th  been proved by many a s ig n .
(IV, x x i ,  65-68)
R o lfe ,  l i k e  Ishm ael,  c a u t io u s ly  a s s e n t s  to  the  b e l i e f  t h a t  God does a c t  in  
human a f f a i r s .  A man w ith o u t  a c e r t a i n ,  p a r t i c u l a r  r e l i g i o u s  a f f i l i a t i o n ,  
R olfe  m a in ta in s  a  b e l i e f  t h a t  the  s u p e r n a tu r a l  perm eates the  n a t u r a l  
w orld , even though modem man cannot c e r t a i n l y  b e l ie v e  in  such d iv in e  
a c t i o n .
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Coming as  I t  does on th e  h i l l s i d e  o v e r look ing  Bethlehem, the  d i a ­
logue between R olfe  and Ungar i s  ex trem ely  im p o r tan t .  I f  Rolfe can 
e v e r  persuade C la re l  t h a t  th e r e  i s  a b a s i s  fo r  b e l i e v in g  in  God and 
God's concern f o r  men in  t h i s  w o rld ,  he need g ive  C la re l  t h i s  b a s i s  a t  
C h r i s t ' s  b i r t h p l a c e .  C la re l  l i s t e n s  to  t h i s  d ia lo g u e ;  he does no t 
w i l l i n g l y  d i s b e l i e v e  l i k e  Ungar. For as C la re l  a v e r s ,
I f  man in  t r u t h  be what you [Ungar] s a y . . .
S in n e r ,  s in  out l i f e ' s  p e t t y  l e a s e :
We a re  no t worth the  sav ing
(IV, x x i i ,  64-69)
However, C la r e l  cannot a f f i rm  R o l f e 's  p ro p h e t ic  w itn e ss  th a t  God does 
s t i l l  o p e ra te  th rough  n a t u r a l  form s. The con fus ion  o f d i s b e l i e f  t h a t  
C la re l  m om entarily  transcended  when he accep ted  Rolfe as h i s  " lo rd "  
(IV, i i i )  appears  a g a in .  As C la r e l  gazes a t  the  s t a r  o v e r  Bethlehem, 
he p o n d e rs ,
But ah ,
Y et, y e t  th e re  gleams one beckoning s t a r -  
So n e a r  th e  h o r izo n  judge I  r i g h t  
That ' t i s  o f  heaven?
(IV , x x i i ,  70-73)
There i s  no answer forthcom ing fo r  C la re l .  He cannot f in d  in  t h i s  
n a t u r a l  s ig n ,  a s u p e r n a tu r a l  meaning. R olfe  as a s p i r i t u a l  mentor can 
show C la r e l  a  way to  b e l ie v e  in  God in  t h i s  w orld ; Rolfe cannot teach  
C la re l  how to  b e l i e v e .
C la re l* s  f i n a l  r e tu r n  to  Je ru sa lem  and the d is c o v e ry  o f R u th 's  
d ea th  i s  thus  somewhat a n t i c l i m a c t i c .  C la re l  n ev er  r e a l l y  t e s t e d  h i s  
love  fo r  Ruth; th u s  h i s  l o s s  of h e r  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  as d ram a tic  and
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im p o r tan t  as h i s  permanent l o s s  o f  a  way to  b e l i e v e  in  God. However, 
C l a r e l ' s  emotion o v e r  R u th 's  d ea th  i s  s in c e r e .  Moreover, th e  p i c t u r e  o f  
C la re l  s i t t i n g  f o r  days in  g r i e f ,
In  f i lm  o f sorrow w ith o u t  moan- 
Abandoned, in  th e  s to n y  s t r a i t  
Of m u tin ee r  t h r u s t  on wild s h o r e , . . .
A lone, f o r  a l l  had l e f t  him so;
(IV, x x x x i i ,  3-8)
i s  an a c c u ra te  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  as w e l l  as em otional 
s t a t e .  The sea rch  f o r  f a i t h  has  l e f t  him p a ra ly z e d  by d o u b t,  unab le  to  
move i n t o  d e f i a n t  r e j e c t i o n  o f  God, o r  i n to  b l in d  accep tance  of d iv in e  
in t e r v e n t io n  in  human e x p e r ie n c e .
S i g n i f i c a n t l y  th e  l a s t  tim e th a t  one s e e s  C la r e l  in  th e  poem i s  in  
a s c e n e ,  j u s t  b e fo re  th e  E p i lo g u e , in  which C la r e l  "v an ish es  in  the  
o b scu re r  town" (IV, x x x iv ,  56) o f  J e ru sa le m , a p p a re n t ly  to  remain a 
w anderer over th e  unholy Holy Land. Thus th e  sen tim en t of th e  Epilogue 
which e x p re s se s  what some c r i t i c s  have f e l t  i s  M e l v i l l e ' s  f i n a l  
comment on C la re l* s  f a i t h  seek ing  e f f o r t s  cannot r e a l l y  be a f i n a l  
e v a lu a t io n  o f  C l a r e l ' s  e x p e r ie n c e .  When th e  n a r r a t o r  in  th e  Epilogue 
e x h o r t s ,
C la r e l ,  thy  h e a r t ,  the  i s s u e s  th e re  bu t m i n d ; . . .
Emerge thou raayst from th e  l a s t  whelming s e a ,
And prove  t h a t  d ea th  b u t  r o u t s  l i f e  to  v i c t o r y .
(IV, xxxv, 28-34)
he i s  e x p re s s in g  a hope th a t  C la r e l  never  i n d i c a t e s  i s  a v i a b l e  hope 
f o r  h i m s e l f . ^
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The E p i lo g u e 's  n a r r a t o r  does e x p re ss  a b e l i e f  and hope c lo s e  to  
R o l f e 's  a t t i t u d e  in  the  poem. R o lfe ,  i f  n o t  a p ro p h e t ,  i s  a t  l e a s t  a 
man courageous enough to  have f a i t h  in  God. R o l f e 's  p ro p h e t ic  ch a rac ­
t e r  does n o t  co n v er t  C la re l  from h i s  s k e p t ic is m .  S t i l l  the  n a r r a t o r  
n o te s  R o l f e 's  q u a l i t y  as  a man who speaks w ith  some r e l i a b i l i t y  con­
ce rn in g  God's w i l l .  Although the  E pilogue i s  n o t  t o t a l l y  conv incing  
in  i t s  n o te  o f  hope, the  n a r r a t o r ' s  hope comes from a r e a l  f a i t h ,  l i k e  
R o l f e 's  f a i t h ,  and perhaps  from th e  f a i t h  t h a t  C la r e l  may f in d  in  th e  
d u s ty  c e n te r  of Je rusa lem .
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CHAPTER VI
THE LIMITATIONS OF PROPHECY IN A WARSHIP: BILLY BUDD
While Moby-Dick i s  M e l v i l l e ' s  g r e a t e s t  a r t i s t i c  ach ievem ent, B i l l y
Budd s ta n d s  as  h i s  f u l l e s t  s ta te m e n t  about the  human c o n d i t io n .  This
n o v e l l a ,  f in i s h e d  j u s t  b e fo re  he d ie d ,  i s  th e  caps tone  to  M e l v i l l e ' s
l i f e  as  a w r i t e r .  The s to r y  of th e  in n o c e n t ,  handsome s a i l o r  who k i l l s
the  m a lev o len t  C la g g e r t  and in  tu r n  i s  k i l l e d  by th e  a u t h o r i t a r i a n
C ap ta in  Vere i s  a m oral drama."'" S t i l l  i t  p r e s e n t s  more than  a b s t r a c t
m oral co n cep ts  o f  good and e v i l  d ram atized  by men. B i l l y  Budd p o r t r a y s
th e  i n e v i t a b l e  l i m i t a t i o n  o f men who l i v e  ou t t h e i r  l i v e s  in  a m o ra l ly  
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complex w o rld .  At th e  end o f  h i s  l i f e ,  M e lv i l le  a t  l a s t  a c c e p ts  th e  
human l i m i t a t i o n  o f  p a r t i a l l y  knowing good and e v i l ;  he p r e s e n t s  t h i s  
l i m i t a t i o n  in  a s y m p a th e t ic ,  though t r a g i c ,  p i c t u r e  of man.
The th e m a tic  concern  i n  B i l l y  Budd, a s  In  a l l  o f  M e l v i l l e ' s  m ajor 
work, i s  th e  s u b je c t  of good and e v i l  and m an 's  r e l a t i o n  to  th e s e  two 
f o r c e s  in  th e  u n iv e r s e .  B i l l y  Budd d ra m a tiz es  most i n t e n s e l y  the  con­
f l i c t  t h a t  r e s u l t s  from an ex trem ely  in n o cen t  m an's  c o n f ro n ta t io n  w ith  
an e q u a l ly  extreme e v i l  man. The c o n f l i c t  t h a t  r e s u l t s  from such a 
c o n f r o n ta t io n  i s  p re s e n te d  in  th e  d i f f i c u l t  cho ice  t h a t  C ap ta in  Vere 
must make to  ex ec u te  th e  good man in  o rd e r  to  p re s e rv e  o r d e r .  M e lv i l le  
p r e s e n ts  th e  c o n f l i c t  between good and e v i l  in  B i l l y  Budd th rough  c h a r ­
a c t e r s  t h a t  a re  e s s e n t i a l l y  human d e s p i t e  t h e i r  a l l e g o r i c a l  Im p l ic a t io n s .
In  a d d i t io n  to  th e  moral c o n f l i c t ,  th e r e  i s  a r e l i g i o u s  dimension 
to  the  c o n f l i c t  between C lag g a r t  and B i l l y .  M e lv i l le  im putes to B i l l y  a
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g o d - l ik e  n a tu r e .  Thus B i l l y ' s  a c t io n s  e f f e c t  a resp o n se  from the 
n a r r a t o r ,  Vere, th e  D ansker, and th e  crew t h a t  i s  p r o p h e t ic .  The p ro ­
p h e t i c  response  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a  ve ry  t e n t a t i v e  and unsure  w i tn e s s  to  
B i l l y ' s  d i v i n i t y .  Although B i l l y  i s  a  g o d - l ik e  c h a r a c t e r ,  no one can 
c l e a r l y  p roc la im  h i s  d i v i n i t y ,  o r  comment on h i s  d i v i n i t y  w ith  a p ro ­
p h e t ' s  c e r t a i n t y .  Once a g a in ,  i n  B i l l y  Budd as  in  C l a r e l , M e lv i l le  
d em o n stra tes  the  l i m i t a t i o n  of the  p rophe t in  t h i s  w orld . And l i k e  
C l a r e l ,  the  C ap ta in ,  th e  D ansker, the  crew, and th e  n a r r a t o r  i n  B i l l y  
Budd must u l t im a te ly  r e l y  on t h e i r  human u n d e rs tan d in g  to  know and judge 
in  t h i s  w orld .
B i l l y  Budd i s  M e l v i l l e ' s  f i n a l  s ta te m e n t  about th e  p resen ce  o f  
s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t y  in  m an's  w o rld .  To th e  e x te n t  t h a t  d i v i n i t y  can be 
seen in  B i l l y  Budd, i t  i s  seen  th rough  th e  eyes  o f  Vere, th e  D ansker, 
the  crew o f  the  R ights-of-M an and the  B e l l i p o t e n t , and th e  n a r r a t o r .  
These people  reco g n ize  and comment on B i l l y ' s  goodness and d iv in e  
n a tu r e .  In s h o r t ,  V ere, th e  D ansker, th6  crew, and th e  n a r r a t o r  p rov ide  
a l l  th e  p ro p h e t ic  w i tn e s s  t h a t  i s  a l lo w ab le  to  B i l l y  in  t h i s  w orld .
While th e  p ro p h e t ic  c h a r a c te r s  i n  B i l l y  Budd may see  something godly in  
B i l l y ,  none o f  th e s e  c h a r a c te r s  open ly  adm its  B i l l y ' s  s p i r i t u a l  n a tu r e ,  
M e l v i l l e ' s  f i n a l  s ta tem e n t  about p ro p h e t ic  f ig u r e s  i s  a s ta tem e n t  t h a t  
they a re  l im i te d  in  t h e i r  pronouncements about God and h i s  workings in  
the  a f f a i r s  o f  men.
R etu rn ing  to  se a  l i f e  as  a s u b je c t  f o r  h i s  l a s t  s t o r y ,  M e lv i l le  
g ra p p le s  f o r  a  f i n a l  time w ith  m an 's  app rehension  of God i n  t h i s  w orld . 
In  some ways, B i l l y  p a r ta k e s  of s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t y ;  he r e a d i l y  resem bles 
C h r i s t .  As Shurr n o t e s ,  " B i l l y ' s  f i r s t  c a p ta in  d e s c r ib e s  him in  terms 
used to  d e sc r ib e  C h r i s t  in  Mark 5 : 3 0 - ' a  v i r t u e  went out o f  h im . '  To
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r e in f o r c e  the  id e a  t h a t  he i s  working w ith  b i b l i c a l  a l l u s i o n s ,  th e  
c a p ta in  [of th e  R igh ta-of-M an3 concludes by c a l l i n g  B i l l y  'my peace­
maker. .B i l l y  has  a  ' c r u c i f i x i o n '  in  Chapter 19; ' B i l l y ' s  agony ' the
3
n ig h t  b e fo re  he d ie s  i s  mentioned in  Chapter 2 4 ."  S t i l l  i t  i s  ha rd  f o r  
the  c a p ta in  and crew of the  B e l l i p o t e n t  to  see  such d i v i n i t y  in  a  war­
s h ip ,  j u s t  as i t  i s  hard  to  see  d i v i n i t y  in  s o c i e ty .  Indeed , the
4
B e l l ip o te n t  i s  a " sm o o th -fu n c tio n in g  microcosm o f s o c i e ty  a s  a whole" 
and i n t e n s i f i e s  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h a t  man has in  u n d e rs tan d in g  how God 
a c t s  in  h i s  l i f e .  Thus B i l l y  Budd s e rv es  as  M e l v i l l e ' s  comment on th e  
ch ro n ic  d i f f i c u l t y  th a t  man has i n  u n d e rs tan d in g  th e  n a tu r e  o f  d i v i n i t y ,  
even when such n a tu re  i s  p u t  in  th e  m id s t  o f  human s o c i e ty .
D i f f i c u l t  as  i t  i s  f o r  a p rophe t to  see and u n d e rs tan d  d iv in e  w i l l  
and n a tu re  in  th e  w o rld ,  i t  i s  even more d i f f i c u l t  f o r  a p rophe t to  
w itn e ss  God on a w arsh ip .  In  the  r e a l  w o rld ,  in  the  South Sea world 
o f  Moby-Dick fo r  I n s ta n c e ,  s u p e r n a tu r a l  n a tu r e  can m a n ife s t  i t s e l f  in  
Moby Dick. The world aboard the  man-of-war B e l l i p o t e n t  does n o t  a llow  
such e x t r a o r d in a r y  d em o n s tra t io n s  of d iv in e  n a tu r e .  Aboard th e  
B e l l i p o t e n t , th e  s t r i c t  human r e g u la t io n  of m a r t i a l  law p r e v a i l s  and 
ex c lu d es  d iv in e  law and d iv in e  n a tu r e .  Thus th e  p ro p h e ts  aboard th e  
B e l l i p o t e n t  a re  f u r t h e r  l im i te d  i n  t h e i r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f th e  g o d - l ik e  
B i l l y  because of the  s p e c i a l  c ircu m stan ces  t h a t  p r e v a i l  aboard th e  
B e l l i p o t e n t . What the  p ro p h e t ic  f i g u r e s  in  B i l l y  Budd must r e l y  on to  
u n d e rs tan d  God in  t h i s  w orld  i s  t h e i r  own l i m i t e d ,  human knowledge. 
Through t h e i r  s ea rc h  f o r  d iv in e  u n d e rs ta n d in g ,  th rough  th e  o rd e a l  o f  
B i l l y  Budd, th e  c a p ta in  and crew o f  th e  B e l l i p o t e n t  come to  a f u l l e r  
u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  the  l i m i t a t i o n s  of t h e i r  hum anity .
I t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  w i th in  th e  s a i l o r s '  w orld  t a l k  o f  d iv in e
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n a tu re  would be muted. B i l l y ' s  m ien, f i r s t  on th e  merchantman R ig h ts -  
of-Man, and l a t e r  on th e  B e l l i p o t e n t , i s  th e  w orld  o f  th e  im pressed  
seamen. B i l l y ' s  sea  l i f e  i s  s l a v i s h l y  o rd e red  by human law s , and n o t  
l e f t  to  d iv in e  in t e r v e n t io n  o r  o rd e r in g .  G if te d  a s  he i s  w ith  s u p e r io r  
q u a l i t i e s  o f  beau ty  and a f f a b i l i t y ,  B i l l y  i s  welcomed by c a p ta in s  and 
crew a l i k e .  Yet th e se  v e ry  q u a l i t i e s  cause B i l l y  to  s tan d  a p a r t  from 
h i s  fe l lo w  man. B i l l y  i s  d i f f e r e n t  and h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  n o t  e a s i l y  
accommodated to  th e  s a i l o r s '  world o f  men and law.
B i l l y  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from the  r e s t  o f  th e  crew because he i s  a god­
l i k e  c h a r a c t e r .  C r i t i c s  have long recogn ized  a  d iv in e  a u ra  to  B i l l y  
Budd; B i l l y  i s  no t l ik e n e d  to  j u s t  one god, e i t h e r .  In one c r i t i c ' s
view , B i l l y  " i s  compared to  th r e e  gods-H yperion , H e rc u le s ,  and A pollo .
5
Of th e se  t h r e e ,  A pollo  i s  by f a r  the  most im p o r ta n t . "  The n a r r a t o r  
n o te s  in  B i l l y ' s  appearance a s u p e r io r ,  g o d - l ik e  q u a l i t y .  "He [B i l ly  
Budd] showed in  face  t h a t  humane look  o f r e p o s e f u l  good n a tu re  which 
the  Greek s c u lp to r  in  some in s ta n c e s  gave to  h i s  h e r o ic  s t ro n g  man, 
H e rc u le s ."  In a d d i t io n  to resem bling  Greek gods, B i l l y  has some 
C h r i s t i a n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  as w e l l .  The c a p ta in  o f th e  R ights-of-M an 
r e v e a ls  B i l l y ' s  C h r i s t i a n  s p i r i t u a l i t y ;  B i l l y  a p p e a rs ,  " l i k e  a C a th o l ic  
P r i e s t "  (p . 47) aboard th e  R igh ts-o f-M an , and b r in g s  peace to  th e  
squ ab b lin g  seamen. F i n a l l y ,  B i l l y  i s  c h a r a c te r i z e d  as a  s o r t  o f  n a t u r a l  
god, p o s se s s in g  " c e r t a i n  v i r t u e s  p r i s t i n e  and u n a d u l t e r a t e "  (p . 5 3 );  he 
i s  an " u p r ig h t  b a r b a r i a n ,  much such perhaps  as  Adam" (p . 5 2 ) .  A l l  o f  
B i l l y ' s  s p i r i t u a l i t y  i s  q u i te  com fortab ly  couched in  h i s  hum anity . Thus 
he does n o t  im m ediate ly  im press h i s  f e l lo w  crew members o r  h i s  c a p ta in  
as a d iv in e  b e in g ,  bu t r a t h e r  as a rem arkab le  fe l lo w .  Two people  in  
p a r t i c u l a r  who a re  im pressed by B i l l y  because  he s ta n d s  out from the
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r e s t  o f  the  crew o f th e  B e l l ip o te n t  a re  the  Dansker and John C lag g a r t .  
While th e  Dansker and the  m a s te r -a t - a rm s  f in d  B i l l y  rem ark ab le ,  they
each have q u i te  d i f f e r e n t  re sp o n se s  to  h i s  n a tu r e .
I t  i s  th e  Dansker who c h r i s t e n s  B i l l y  w ith  the  name "Baby Budd." 
This  a p p e la t io n  i s  bestowed on B i l l y  w ith  a  touch of " p a t r i a r c h i a l  
i ro n y "  (p . 70) o r  f o r  some "more r e c o n d i te  reason"  (p. 70). Whatever 
th e  c a se ,  the  Dansker has some s e c r e t i v e ,  d e l i b e r a t e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  
B i l l y  t h a t  i s  n o t  e a s i l y  fathomed. M e lv i l l e ,  i t  seems, im p lie s  th a t  
the  e x a c t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between B i l l y  and th e  Dansker cannot be f u l l y  
u n d e rs to o d . The Dansker p o s se s se s  an "o ld  s a p ie n c e ,  p r im i t iv e  in  i t s  
k in d "  (p. 70) which somehow a l lo w s  him to  " d iv in e  more than  he was
to ld "  (p. 85 ) .  I t  i s  th e  Dansker o f  course  who d e t e c t s  th e  h a t re d  t h a t
C lag g ar t  has f o r  B i l l y  b e fo re  B i l l y  h im se lf  i s  even aware of some 
d i f f i c u l t y  w ith  the  m a s te r - a t - a r m s .  B i l l y  re c o u n ts  to  " th e  s a l t  s e e r "  
(p. 71) some minor d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h a t  he I s  hav ing  w ith  one o f  the  
s h i p ' s  c o r p o r a l s .  The Dansker r e p l i e s  to  B i l l y  t h a t  C lag g a r t  i s  "down 
on you" (p . 71 ) .  The D an sk e r 's  words do n o t  a f f e c t  B i l l y  so much as 
h i s  to n e ,  which i s  " incom prehens ib le"  (p. 71) and " o r a c u la r "  (p .  71) 
to  B i l l y .  The D an sk e r 's  message i s  t r o u b l in g ,  b u t  h i s  n a tu re  i s  more 
p u z z l in g .  Who the  Dansker i s  makes what he says  most com pelling  f o r  
B i l l y .
While th e  Dansker may n o t  be r e a d i ly  re c o g n iz a b le  to  B i l l y ,  he i s  
th e  l a s t  m a n i f e s t a t io n  o f  a  d e f i n i t e  c h a r a c te r  type in  M e l v i l l e ' s  
w r i t i n g .  W alter Bezanson d e sc r ib e s  th e  Dansker as  one o f  s e v e ra l
7
"w eird , o r a c u la r  o ld  sea  dogs" rang ing  from J a r l  in  Mardi to  Agath in  
C la r e l ,  and f i n a l l y  to  the  Dansker h im se lf  in  B i l l y  Budd. A ll  of th e se  
c h a r a c te r s  p o sse ss  some vague, d iv in e  au ra  t h a t  i s  o f t e n  more vague
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than d iv in e .  S t i l l  th e  tone  o f  th e  Dansker i s  s u g g e s t iv e ly  o r a c u la r ,  
and h i s  message i s  a m y s te r io u s ,  c a u t io n a ry  prophecy , much l i k e  th e  
d i r e  w arnings of G a b r ie l  in  Moby-Dick. A lso ,  th e  en ig m a tic  n a tu re  of 
the  Dansker much resem bles  E l i j a h  in  Moby-Dick. In  the  D ansker, Mel­
v i l l e  has b rough t to g e th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  from p re v io u s  p ro p h e t ic  
f i g u r e s .  Moreover, th e  Dansker i s  c l e a r l y  n o t  a  w itn e ss  to  d iv in e  
t r u t h .  He i s  an enigma; he does n o t  h e lp  B i l l y  in  h i s  s t r u g g le  w ith  
C la g g a r t .
There i s  more t h a t  e x p la in s  th e  D ansker’s e n ig m a t ic ,  u n h e lp fu l  
a t t i t u d e  toward B i l l y .  F. Barron Freeman r e v e a l s  t h a t  M e l v i l l e ' s  
f i c t i o n  s k e tc h ,  "D an ie l  Orme," was o r i g i n a l l y  in ten d ed  to  complement 
M e l v i l l e ' s  t re a tm e n t  o f  th e  Dansker in  B i l l y  Budd: "As i t  ["D aniel
Orme"] was f i r s t  w r i t t e n ,  i t  opened a t  th e  t h i r d  parag raph  b eg in n in g :
*A s a i l o r ' s  name as  i t  appears  on a  crew l i s t  i s  n o t  always h i s  r e a l  
n a m e . . . . '  In c o n te n t ,  t h i s  p a r t  o f  th e  fragm ent p a r a l l e l s  and a m p l i f ie s  
the  f i r s t  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f th e  o ld  Dansker in  th e  n o v e l .  Orme i s  g r u f f ,  
t a c i t u r n ,  and moody, w ith  a m y s te r io u s  and e x c i t i n g  p a s t .  The Dansker
g
i s  en igm atic  and r e t i c e n t ,  w ith  a 'p i t h y  and guarded c y n ic i s m . '"  While
9
Hayford and S e a l t s  d i s p u te  Freem an's d is c o v e ry ,  they  ag ree  t h a t  Orme 
and the  Dansker a r e  s i m i l a r  ty p es  o f c h a r a c t e r s . ^  The D an sk e r 's  g r u f f ­
ness  and r e t i c e n c e  a r e  thus  d e l i b e r a t e l y  drawn by M e lv i l le  to  form the  
e s s e n t i a l  enigma o f  the  Dansker; he i s  p u rp o se ly  l e f t  undeveloped by 
M e lv i l le .
The on ly  r e a l  c lu e  to  th e  D a n sk e r 's  s i l e n c e  in  h e lp in g  B i l l y  i s  
g iven  in  h i s  " p i th y  guarded cyn icism " (7 1 ) ,  a  cynicism  t h a t  in  one 
r e a d e r ' s  view conveys a "com plete d i s t r u s t  o f  human n a tu r e  and human 
m o t iv e s - in  e s se n ce ,  an absence o f  f a i t h  in  human v i r t u e . T h e
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D an sk e r 's  s i l e n c e  i s  n o t  due to  an i n a b i l i t y  to  speak , b u t  from a 
consc ious  r e f u s a l  to  h e lp .  B i l l y ' s  innocence and goodness, th e  e x te r n a l  
s ig n s  of h i s  i n t e r n a l  s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  e l i c i t  no p ro p h e t ic  re sp o n se  from 
th e  Dansker. He resem bles p rev io u s  p ro p h e t ic  ty p e s ,  b u t  h i s  resem blance
i s  only a form al one. The Dansker i s  a  v e s t i g i a l  f i g u r e  who does n o t
even echo the  c l e a r  vo ice  of e a r l i e r  p ro p h e ts .
Thus the  D an sk e r 's  n a tu re  i s  no t c l e a r l y  p r o p h e t ic ,  nor i s  h i s
message to  B i l l y  a w itn e ss  to  d iv in e  t r u t h .  S t i l l  the  Dansker does 
warn B i l l y  o f  a r e a l  danger because  C laggart  i s  in  f a c t  "down on"
B i l ly  Budd. The c h a r a c te r  o f  the  m a s te r -a t -a rm s  i s  a  m a s te rp iec e  o f  
m alevolence . His su b te r fu g e s  a re  c a r e f u l l y  h idden behind sm ile s .  The 
ep isode  in  the  mess when B i l l y  s p i l l s  h i s  soup i s  i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  t h i s  
p o in t .  Th is  a c t io n  o f  s p i l l i n g  soup in  th e  mess i s  no cause f o r  r e ­
proach  on th e  p a r t  of th e  m a s te r - a t - a r m s .  And indeed  a t  f i r s t  C laggart  
d ism is se s  the  a c t io n  as u n in t e n t io n a l  c lu m sin ess .  However, when i t  i s  
n o t ic e d  t h a t  B i l l y  i s  r e s p o n s ib le ,  C la g g a r t ' s  "countenance changed"
(p. 72 ) .  I n s te a d  of h u r l i n g  a  reprim and a t  B i l l y ,  C lag g a r t  " p l a y f u l ly  
tapped him from beh ind  w ith  h i s  r a t t a n ,  s a y in g ,  in  a m usica l  v o ic e ,  
p e c u l i a r  to  him a t  t im e s ,  'Handsomely done, my lad !  And handsome i s  
as  handsome d id  i t ,  t o o . ' " '  (p . 72). C lag g art  i s  ve ry  c le v e r  a t  h id in g  
h i s  contempt fo r  B i l l y  w hile  s t i l l  a c t i n g  w ith  contempt f o r  th e  handsome 
s a i l o r .
The d ece p t io n  in  C lag g ar t* s  c h a r a c te r  i s  m a l ig n a n t ly  p e rv a s iv e ;  he 
i s  a th o rough ly  e v i l  man. The e v i l  in  C lag g art  i s  a  p u zz le  to  the  
n a r r a t o r  who o f f e r s  t e n t a t i v e  e x p la n a t io n s  f o r  the  m aste r-a t-a rm s*  
n a tu r e .  The n a r r a t o r  e n t e r t a i n s  the  thought t h a t  C lag g art  i s  s p i r i t u ­
a l l y  depraved , fo r  the  n a r r a t o r  im p lie s  t h a t  to  u n d e rs tan d  a  man l i k e
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C lag g ar t  one would have to  have an a c u te  " s p i r i t u a l  i n s i g h t  i n d i s ­
pen sab le  to  th e  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  the  e s s e n t i a l  in  c e r t a i n  e x c e p t io n a l  
c h a r a c t e r s ,  w hether e v i l  ones o r  good" (p. 75). Moreover, C lag g art  
can no t be e x p la in ed  by an orthodox  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f  concern ing  e v i l ;  
C a lv in 's  d o c t r in e  t h a t  a l l  men a re  e v i l  does n o t  e x p la in  th e  s p e c i f i c  
q u a l i t y  o f  C lag g a r t  (p. 75). The e x p la n a t io n  which s e rv e s  th e  n a r r a t o r  
b e s t  bu t in c o m p le te ly  i s  P l a t o ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  " 'N a tu r a l  D ep rav i ty :  a
d e p ra v i ty  acco rd ing  to  n a t u r e ' "  (p . 75 ) .  Such d e p ra v i ty  a p p l i e s  on ly  
to  th e  e x c lu s iv e  in s ta n c e  o f  e v i l  in  C lag g ar t  and p ro v id e s  a  p a r t i a l  
u n d e rs tan d in g  o f the  n a tu r e  o f  th e  m a s te r - a t - a rm s .
There i s  no f i n a l  e x p la n a t io n  fo r  the  e v i l  in  C lag g a r t  or f o r  the  
e v i l  in  the  w orld ; M e lv i l le  dem onstra tes  t h i s  th rough h i s  d e s c r ip t i o n  
of th e  m a s te r - a t - a rm s :  "Now something such an one was C la g g a r t ,  in
whom was the mania o f  an e v i l  n a tu r e ,  n o t  engendered by v i s c io u s  t r a i n ­
ing  o r  c o r ru p t in g  books or l i c e n t i o u s  l i v i n g ,  b u t b o m  w ith  him and 
in n a t e ,  in  s h o r t  ' a  d e p ra v i ty  acco rd in g  to  n a t u r e ' "  (p .  7 6 ) .  The e v i l  
in  C lag g ar t  i s  th e  e v i l  in  th e  w orld ;  such e v i l  i s  always p r e s e n t  and 
unfa thom able . This  i s  a  deep m ystery fo r  M e lv i l l e .  In  B i l l y  Budd,
m oreover, M e lv i l le  e x p re s s e s  th e  f u l l  power t h a t  t h i s  e v i l  has  to  d e s t ro y
12inn o cen ce , f o r  C lag g art  i s  a "human sco rp io n "  who y earn s  to  " s t i n g
13B i l l y  w ith  an aw areness o f  the  e s s e n t i a l  m a l ig n i ty  of e a r t h l y  l i f e . "
C la g g a r t ' s  purpose i s  to  d e s tro y  Budd; t h i s  aim becomes an o b sess io n  
w ith  the  m a s te r -a t -a rm s  who ho ld s  a " d is d a in  fo r  innocence"  (p . 78) which 
i s  focused  on the  in n o cen t  B i l l y .  Such d i s d a in  i s  a p e rv e r te d  r e s u l t  
o f the  deepes t  k ind  o f envy because C lag g a r t  r e a l l y  does admire B i l l y ;  
the  m a s te r - a t - a rm s  i s  " i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  capab le  o f  a d eq u a te ly  a p p r e c ia t in g  
the  moral phenomenon p re s e n te d  in  B i l l y  Budd" (p . 78 ) .  But C lag g a r t
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"d esp a ire d "  (p . 78) of e v e r  be in g  l i k e  B i l l y  and h i s  d e s p a i r  le d  him 
to  d i s d a in  innocence and to  commit h im se lf  to  d e s t r o y in g  innocence 
through d e s t ro y in g  B i l l y .
C la g g a r t 's  commitment to  d e s t ro y in g  th e  in n o c en t  B i l l y  Budd i s  a 
commitment to  d e s t ro y in g  what he p e rc e iv e s  a s  an a b s o lu te  in n o c e n t .  
B i l l y ' s  in n o cen t n a t u r e ,  "a n a tu r e  t h a t ,  in  i t s  s i m p l i c i t y  n ev e r  w i l l e d  
m a lice"  (p. 78) en rag es  C la g g a r t ,  " i n t e n s i f i e d  h i s  p a s s io n "  (p . 78).
Much l i k e  Ahab who i s  enraged  by th e  a b s o lu te  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  Moby Dick 
r e p r e s e n t s ,  C lag g ar t  a t t a c k s  B i l l y  because h i s  goodness w i l l  n o t  l i v e  
harm oniously  w ith  the e v i l  i a  C la g g a r t .
While a l i k e  in  t h e i r  r a g e ,  Ahab and C lag g art  d i f f e r  m arkedly in  
t h e i r  p e rc e p t io n  of a b s o lu t e s .  Ahab see s  th e  whale as an agen t o f  e v i l ,  
w h ile  C laggart  i s  enraged  by B i l l y ' s  innocence and s i m p l i c i t y .  F u r th e r ­
more , the  purpose t h a t  Ahab and C lag g ar t  have in  d e s t r o y in g  a b so lu te s  
i s  most n o t i c e a b ly  d i f f e r e n t .  Ahab b e l i e v e s  th a t  the  whale i s  e v i l  and 
t h a t  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  Moby Dick i s  a f i n a l  a s s a u l t  on such e v i l .  M e lv i l le  
does no t a llow  C lag g art  such a consc ious  and profound a ssessm en t of th e  
innocen t B i l l y ;  B i l l y  i s  on ly  a man b e fo re  C la g g a r t .  Thus C lag g art  i s  a 
d im in ished  Ahab, a monomaniac who has  power b u t  la c k s  p u rp o se ;  C lag g art  
i s  no t engaged in  th e  consc ious  a n n i h i l a t i o n  of a b s o lu t e s .  He i s  
r a t h e r  an e v i l  man ben t on d e s t ro y in g  an a b s o lu t e ly  in n o c en t  one. In 
h i s  f i n a l  work, M e lv i l le  a s s u r e s  t h a t  th e  c h a r a c te r s  face  each o th e r  
d ra m a t ic a l ly  and e s s e n t i a l l y  a s  human b e in g s  and n o t  p r im a r i l y  as  a g en ts  
of a b s t r a c t ,  a b so lu te  p r i n c i p l e s .
Thus in  h i s  p u r s u i t  o f  B i l l y ,  C lag g art  u ses  human cunning to  accom­
p l i s h  h i s  ends. C lag g art  q u i t e  c l e v e r ly  w a i ts  u n t i l  th e  B e l l i p o t e n t  i s  
de tached from the  o th e r  sh ip s  in  th e  f l e e t  and under t h r e a t  o f  a t t a c k  to
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s e t  h i s  own a t t a c k  a g a in s t  B i l l y  i n to  a c t i o n .  Such c a r e f u l  p lan n in g  
and p a t i e n t  w a i t in g  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  C la g g a r t* s  m a lev o len t  n a tu r e .  
Towards th e  achievem ent of h i s  aim, namely the  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  B i l l y ,  
C lag g a r t  d i r e c t s  a  "co o l  judgment sag ac io u s  and sound" (p. 7 6 );  h i s  o u t­
ward demeanor i s  ' 'a lways p e r f e c t l y  r a t i o n a l "  (p. 7 6 ) .  Thus when
C lag g ar t  s ta n d s  b e fo re  Vere on th e  q u a r t e r  deck , he d e l i b e r a t e l y  c a lc u ­
l a t e s  t h a t  th e  c a p ta in  w i l l  heed C lag g art* s  r e p o r t  o f  a m utinous s a i l o r  
on board  as  a t h r e a t  to  th e  s h i p ' s  b a t t l e  r e a d in e s s .  C lag g art  i s  o f  
course  w e l l  se rv ed  by h i s  c a l c u l a t i o n s  because Vere does l i s t e n  and 
respond to  the  m as te r-a t-a rm s*  r e p o r t .
C la g g a r t 's  a c c u s a t io n  t h a t  B i l l y  i s  spawning a mutiny b r in g s  drama­
t i c  r e s u l t s .  In V e re 's  cab in  B i l l y  and C lag g a r t  c o n f ro n t  each o th e r .
T h e ir  m eeting  i s  a m oral c lim ax  in  th e  book, fo r  i t  p r e s e n t s  th e  c la sh
between a good, in n o cen t  man and an e v i l  one. A pparen tly  B i l l y  wins 
because he m eets C la g g a r t* s  a c c u s a t io n s  e f f e c t i v e l y .  C lag g art  d e l iv e r s  
h i s  a c c u s a t io n s  and metamorphoses i n to  a loathsom e s a t a n i c  c r e a t u r e ,  h i s  
eyes " g e l i d l y  p r o t r u d in g  l i k e  th e  a l i e n  eyes o f  c e r t a i n  c r e a tu r e s  of th e  
deep" (p. 9 8 ) .  B i l l y  s tan d s  in  shock and d i s b e l i e f ,  h i s  face  forms an 
e x p re s s io n  "a c r u c i f i x i o n  to  beho ld"  (p . 9 9 );  he f e l l s  C lag g a r t  w ith  one 
blow. C lag g ar t* s  p u r s u i t  o f  B i l l y  i s  a human drama. The m a s te r -a t - a rm s  
i s  no t th e  ag en t  o f  e v i l ,  b u t  a man who i s  e v i l  and who h a t e s .  The human 
s t a t u r e  o f  C lag g a r t  makes the  r e a d e r  face  the  f a c t  t h a t  B i l l y  i s  pursued  
on ly  by a  man, n o t  by an a b s o lu te  p r i n c i p l e  o f  e v i l .
The outcome o f  t h i s  c o n f r o n ta t io n  between B i l l y  and C lag g a r t  would 
seem to  be on the  s im p le s t  l e ^ e l  a  v i c t o r y  by a good man over an e v i l  one. 
The u n ju s t l y  accused  B i l l y  th w a r ts  th e  e v i l  C la g g a r t .  But as M e lv i l le  
n o t e s ,  " in  th e  l i g h t  o f  t h a t  m a r t i a l  code" (p. 103) whereby B i l l y ' s
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a c t io n  i s  to  be ju d g ed , B i l l y ' s  k i l l i n g  o f  C lag g ar t  i s  an e v i l  to o .
Tnus " innocence  and g u i l t  p e r s o n i f i e d  in  C lag g ar t  and Budd i n  e f f e c t  
changed p la c e s "  (p. 103). This  tu rn  o f ev en ts  i s  the  r e a l  m oral problem 
in  th e  book because  B i l l y ' s  a c t i o n  must be judged  acco rd ing  to  i t s  con­
fo rm ity  to  human law, n o t  d iv in e  law. And Vere i s  th e  f i n a l  judge  of 
human law aboard  the  B e l l i p o t e n t . Vere cannot a f f o r d  to  l e t  B i l l y ' s  
innocence o r  h i s  d i v i n i t y  a f f e c t  th e  d i f f i c u l t  t a s k  o f  a d m in is te r in g  
human and m a r t i a l  law s.
I t  i s  n o t  as hard  to  u n d e rs tan d  C laggart  w anting  to  k i l l  B i l l y  as 
i t  i s  to  u n d e rs tan d  Vere. An a r i s t o c r a t  by b i r t h  and a s a i l o r  by p ro ­
f e s s io n ,  Vere i s  a man who i s  i n t e l l i g e n t  ["he had a marked le a n in g  to ­
wards e v e ry th in g  i n t e l l e c t u a l "  (p .  62)] and v e ry  m ora l. His o b je c t io n  
to  the  dem o cra t ic  r e v o lu t io n s  o f  h i s  time i s  b ased  on h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  
th e se  new p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a re  a t  "war w ith  the  peace o f  the  world 
and the  t r u e  w e lfa re  o f  mankind" (p. 6 3 ) .  V e re 's  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and moral 
sense  a re  d e d ic a te d  to  the  p re s e r v a t io n  o f m a r t i a l  o rd e r .  As C apta in  
Vere t e l l s  th e  members o f the  drum head c o u r t ,  "Our vowed r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
i s  in  t h i s :  That however p i t i l e s s l y  t h a t  law ( th e  K in g 's )  may o p e ra te  in
any in s t a n c e s ,  we n e v e r th e le s s  adhere  to  i t  and a d m in is te r  i t "  (p . 111).
Vere w i l l  n o t  a l lo w  h im se lf  to  be tempered by th e  compassion th a t  he 
f e e l s  f o r  B i l l y .  A f te r  C lag g art  d i e s ,  Vere la m e n ts ,  "S tru ck  dead by an 
angel o f  God! Yet the  angel must hang!"  (p . 101). Although B i l l y  i s  th e  
handsome s a i l o r ,  th e  peacem aker, the  angel o f  God, he must d ie  in  the  
w orld  o f  men, a world t h a t  i s  n o t  based on d iv in e  law b u t  human law.
Those who see in  V e re 's  ex ec u t io n  o f  B i l l y  an a b d ic a t io n  o f  compassion 
and an a r b i t r a r y  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  r ig o ro u s  m a r t i a l  law , b l i n d  them selves  to  
the  humanity o f  Vere and th e  s u f f e r i n g  th a t  a t t e n d s  h i s  r e s p o n s ib le
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a c t io n .  As one r e a d e r  o b se rv e s ,  "Vere has  been abused f o r  h i s  I n s t a n t  
o b s e rv a t io n  t h a t  ' t h e  angel must h a n g , '  as though he were p re ju d g in g  
B i l l y  and making a mockery o f  h i s  t r i a l .  But i t  i s  hard  to  see  how 
such a sen tim en t can p r e v a i l  in  any reasoned  e s t im a te  of the  s t o r y . . . .  
Vere l i k e s  B i l l y .
B i l l y ' s  d ea th  m a n ife s ts  a l l  th e  d i v i n i t y  th a t  pervades  h i s  n a t u r a l  
goodness. His d iv in e  fo rg iv e n e s s  o f  V ere, "God b l e s s  C apta in  Vere"
(p. 123) and th e  m y s t ic a l  a u ra  of the  dawn on th e  morning o f  B i l l y ' s  
e x e c u t io n ,  " th e  vapory f l e e c e  hanging low in  the  E as t  was sh o t  th rough 
w ith  a s o f t  g lo ry  as of th e  f l e e c e  o f  th e  Lamb o f God" (p . 124) r e v e a l  
the  t ra n sc e n d e n t  B i l l y  B u d d .^  The e f f e c t  o f  such r e v e l a t i o n  on Vere 
i s  d ram a tic ;  he w i tn e s s e s  th e  ex ec u t io n  in  a s t a t e  o f  " p a r a ly s i s  induced 
by em otional shock" (p . 123-24) . Vere r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he has o rd e re d  th e  
ex ec u t io n  o f  a s p i r i t u a l  s u p e r io r .  S t i l l  th e  ex ec u t io n  i s  i n e v i t a b l e  
because Vere can judge B i l l y  on ly  by human knowledge and human law s.
Vere has  only  h i s  human l i g h t s  to  see  by; th e r e  i s  no m e d ia to r ,  no 
p rophe t th a t  w i l l  b r in g  s p i r i t u a l  en ligh tenm en t to  the c a p ta in  and 
guide h i s  a c t io n s  toward B i l l y .
For a c t in g  on th e  human p la n e ,  Vere pays a t e r r i b l e  p r i c e .  The 
m a r t i a l  o rd e r  t h a t  Vere p re s e rv e s  through B i l l y ' s  dea th  i s  t e s t e d  in  
b a t t l e  when the  B e l l ip o te n t  engages a French w arship  th e  A t h e i s t e .
V e re 's  crew perform s w e l l  in  th e  b a t t l e ,  b u t  the  c a p ta in  i s  m o r ta l ly  
wounded. Thus w hile  B i l l y ' s  d e a th  h e lp s  to  p re se rv e  o rd e r  among a 
p o t e n t i a l l y  mutinous crew, Vere h im s e lf  i s  n o t  saved th rough  B i l l y ' s  
d e a th .  The fo rc e s  o f  e v i l  and g o d le s s n e s s ,  symbolized by th e  A th fe is te , 
a re  c o n s ta n t  and unceasing  in  the  w orld ;  V e re 's  e x ec u t io n  o f  B i l l y  i s  
only  a  momentary s ta y  a g a in s t  the  chaos and d e p ra v i ty .  The c a p t a i n ' s
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s t r u g g le s  to  uphold m a r t i a l  law e x a c t  f i r s t  th e  d e a th  o f  th e  handsome 
s a i l o r ,  and f i n a l l y  V e re 's  own d e a th .  As one c r i t i c  has no ted  w e l l ,  
" V e re 's  p r e s e r v a t io n  of m a r t i a l  o rd e r  le a d s  to  the  sym bolic  d e f e a t  o f  
chaos , bu t t h i s  chaos k i l l s  him.
On th e  c a p t a i n ' s  d ea th  bed , th e r e  i s  no r e p u d ia t io n  o f  the  a c t io n  
t h a t  he has ta k en .  He d ie s  w ith  th e  w ords, " B i l ly  Budd, B i l l y  Budd"
(p . 129) on h is  l i p s ,  b u t  th e se  words do n o t  c a r ry  the  " ac c en ts  o f  
rem orse" (p . 129). R a th e r ,  V e re 's  f i n a l  words r e v e a l  the  r e a l i z a t i o n  
on h i s  p a r t  t h a t  h i s  course  o f  a c t io n  i s  the  on ly  one p o s s ib le  to  a 
human be ing  l i v i n g  a cco rd in g  to  a human code of conduct. Vere might 
w e ll  have been wrong to  o rd e r  B i l l y ' s  e x e c u t io n ,  i f  one measures Vere 
a cco rd in g  to  an a b s o lu te  m o r a l i ty .  B i l l y  i s  in n o cen t  and good; such 
q u a l i t i e s  always m e r i t  p r e s e r v a t io n .  S t i l l ,  human l i f e  i s  n o t  l i v e d  on 
an a b so lu te  s c a l e .  The m i t i g a t in g  fo r c e s  o f compromise, and "fo rm s, 
measured forms" (p . 128) temper th e  a b so lu t ism  of o n e 's  a c t i o n .
The c a p ta in  i s  consummately aware o f  th e  demand to  p re s e rv e  th e  
forms o f  o rd e r  on h i s  s h ip ;  th e  p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  o rd e r  i s  h i s  u n q u e s t io n ed ,  
a ccep ted  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  There may c e r t a i n l y  n o t  be th e  need to  execu te  
B i l l y  in  o rd e r  to  p re s e rv e  such o r d e r ,  b u t  Vere b e l i e v e s  t h a t  th e r e  i s .
In  p a r t ,  V e re 's  o rd e r  f o r  ex ec u t io n  i s  based  on h i s  d e s i r e  to  f o r e s t a l l  
any m utinous a c t i o n s .  As Vere s a y s ,  "To the  people  [ th e  crew] th e  f o r e -  
topm an 's  deed , however i t  be worded in  th e  announcement, w i l l  be  p l a in  
homicide committed in  a f l a g r a n t  a c t  of m utiny. What p e n a l ty  f o r  t h a t  
should  fo l lo w , they  know" (p. 112).
In one c r i t i c ' s  view , V e re 's  o rd e r  to  execu te  B i l l y  r e f l e c t s  how 
"man cannot escape  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s  a c t s  even when he i s  n o t  
r e s p o n s i b l e , " ^  Perhaps C aptain  Vere chooses to  o rd e r  an unnecessa ry
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dea th  to  p re s e rv e  a n e c e s sa ry  o rd e r .  The cho ice  "might ve ry  w e l l  be 
19wrong" b u t  i t  i s  a human e r r o r  made by a f u l l y  r e s p o n s ib le  human b e in g .  
Fur therm ore , Vere knows t h a t  B i l l y  should  d ie  to o ;  th e  c a p t a i n ’s deathbed 
words e x p re ss  sorrow b u t  n o t  r e g r e t .  For th e  p re s e r v a t io n  of o r d e r ,  Vere 
sends B i l l y  to  h i s  d e a th .
M e lv i l le  c r e a te s  in  C ap ta in  Vere a f ig u r e  who can accep t  l i f e ' s  
l i m i t a t i o n s  w ith o u t  the  r e b e l l i o n  of T a j i  and Ahab, w ith o u t  th e  f r u s t r a ­
t i o n  and d e s p a i r  of P i e r r e  and The Confidence Man, and w ith o u t  th e  un­
happ iness  o f  C la r e l .  V e re 's  r e s ig n a t i o n  i s  an h o n es t  a t te m p t  to  p re s e n t  
man as l im i t e d  b u t  d ig n i f i e d  in  h i s  hum anity . Thus Vere d ie s  w ith o u t  any 
s p i r i t u a l  f l o u r i s h  e i t h e r  s u g g e s t iv e ly  p ro p h e t ic  o r  i r o n i c .  He i s  a t  
l a s t  l e f t  a lo n e ,  as M e lv i l le  was when he w ro te  B i l l y  Budd, to  fa c e  h i s  
humanity and m o r t a l i t y .
V e re 's  d ea th  does no t mark th e  end of B i l l y  Budd. The o f f i c i a l  
r e p o r t  o f  B i l l y ' s  e x e c u t io n  com ple tely  f a l s i f i e s  th e  t r u t h  of B i l l y ' s  
goodness and C la g g a r t ' s  m alevo lence . But th e  o f f i c i a l  r e p o r t  i s  n o t  the  
f i n a l  judgment on B i l l y .  The crew o f th e  B e l l i p o t e n t  m y th ic iz e s  B i l l y  
Budd. The b lu e ja c k e t s  keep t r a c k  o f the  yard  arm which se rved  a s  B i l l y ' s  
ga llow s: "A chip  of i t  [ the  yard arm] was as  a p ie c e  of th e  Cross"
(p. 131). B i l l y  i s  remembered as a l a r g e r  than  l i f e  f i g u r e  who was as 
" in c a p a b le  of mutiny as o f  w i l l f u l  murder" (p . 131).
The myth making th a t  su rrounds  B i l l y ' s  death  i s  a  te s tam e n t  to  h i s  
goodness. He i s  e f f i c a c i o u s  fo r  the  s a i l o r s  who remain a f t e r  him;
B i l l y ' s  subm ission  to  the  law s e rv e s  as an example to  the  crew t h a t  man 
must l i v e  acco rd in g  to  the human codes of conduct. The s a i l o r s  do n o t  
f in d  B i l l y ' s  d ea th  a f u t i l e  s a c r i f i c e .
One o f  the  s a i l o r s  even c e le b r a te s  B i l l y ' s  h i s t o r y  in  b a l l a d  form,
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" B i l ly  in  the  D arb ies"  (p. 132). The s in g e r  of the  b a l l a d  i s  u s u a l ly
19thought to  be " B i l ly  commenting on h i s  own f a t e . "  In  t h i s  v e rs io n  o f  
th e  poem, B i l l y  i s  the  speaker  who c o n so r ts  w ith  ty p es  l i k e  " B r i s to l  
Molly” (p. 132) and d e a ls  u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  in  puns, "Ay, ay , a l l  i s  
up; and I must up too" (p. 132). To e x p la in  t h i s  paradox between B i l l y  
the  p o e t ,  and th e  in n o c e n t ,  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  foretopm an, one c r i t i c  a r ­
gues t h a t  the  w r i t e r  o f  the  b a l l a d  has " f o r g o t t e n  h i s  man [ B i l ly  Budd]
20p a r t l y  and confused him w ith  a n o th e r . "  I t  i s  a l s o  l i k e l y  t h a t  th e  
w r i t e r  o f  the  poem, a s a i l o r  l i k e  B i l l y ,  i s  the  poem's sp eak e r  as w e l l .
A common seaman would be given to  punning and c o n s o r t in g  w i th  people 
l i k e  " B r i s t o l  Molly" and "T aff  th e  Welshman" (p. 132). A s a i l o r / p o e t ,  
pe rhaps  l i k e  B i l l y  a w a it in g  e x e c u t io n  f o r  some crime a g a in s t  the  King, 
would l i k e l y  ad d re ss  th e  foretopman in  th e se  w o rd s ,
Good o f the  c h a p la in  to  e n t e r  Lone Bay 
And down on h i s  marrowbones here  and pray 
For the  l i k e s  j u s t  o '  me, B i l l y  Budd. (p. 132) 
hoping th a t  the  example o f  B i l l y ' s  s a c r i f i c i a l  d ea th  w i l l  s e rv e  as  a 
model f o r  the  s a i l o r / p o e t ' s  own imminent e x e c u t io n .  Whoever th e  speaker  
of the  poem may be the  su re  f a c t  remains th a t  i t  i s  a b a l l a d  sung by the  
s a i l o r s  who l i v e  a f t e r  B i l l y  and r e a l i z e  t h a t  h i s  death  r e s u l t s  from the  
p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  o rd e r .  In the  end , th e  s a i l o r s  l e a r n  from t h e i r  c e le b r a ­
t io n  of B i l l y  in  song the  same le s s o n  th a t  Vere a c c e p t s ,  namely t h a t  man 
must fa c e  h i s  l i f e  and death  on human te rm s ,  w ithou t s p e c i a l  d iv in e  
i n t e r v e n t i o n ,  w ith o u t  monomaniacal r a i l i n g  when such in t e r v e n t io n  i s  n o t  
forthcom ing .
B i l l y  Budd i s  a te s tam en t to  M e l v i l l e ' s  hum anity . One re a d e r  has 
observed  th a t  M e lv i l le  conveys a s e r e n i t y  in  B i l l y  Budd t h a t  comes from
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the  " i n f i n i t e  and in  th e  end g e n t l e  d e s p a i r  a ccep ted  by a  man [M e lv i l le
21h im se lf ]  about to  le a v e  th e  m ere ly  human w orld  o f  t im e ."  This  ju d g ­
ment may be too h a rsh  on M e lv i l l e  because  in  B i l l y  Budd th e r e  seems to  
be l i t t l e  d e s p a i r  a t  m an 's  p l i g h t  a s  man. The la c k  o f a  f u l l y  d e v e lo p ed  
p ro p h e t ic  f ig u r e  to  convey to  Vere o r  th e  crew how th e  course  o f  e v e n ts  
should  d iv in e ly  go i s  q u i t e  c l e a r .  And t h i s  la c k  o f  a f u l l  p r o p h e t i c  
c h a r a c te r  i s  in  keep ing  w ith  th e  h u m a n is t ic  theme o f  th e  work. God i s  
n o t  e a s i l y  v i s i b l e  in  th e  w orld  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  and man should  no t e x p e c t  
to  f in d  him e a s i l y  obse rv ed .
M e lv i l le  p r e s e n t s  a v i s i o n  o f  man in  B i l l y  Budd t h a t  i s  s i m i l a r  to  
I s h m a e l 's  view in  Moby-Dick. Ishm ael s e e s  th in g s  w i th  an "eq u a l  eye" 
and i s  c a r e f u l  to  q u a l i f y  h i s  judgm ents about good and e v i l .  The n a r ­
r a t o r  i n  B i l l y  Budd, a sp ea k e r  who echoes  M e l v i l l e ' s  own v o ic e ,  a r t i c u ­
l a t e s  the  same r e s e r v a t io n  about ju d g in g  th e  c la s h  between good and 
e v i l  men. M e l v i l l e ' s  v i s i o n  in  B i l l y  Budd i s  com prehensive and w hole , 
and f i n a l l y  a f f i r m a t i v e  in  what he says  about th e  v a lu e  o f  e x p e r ie n c e .  
N a th a l i a  Wright o b se rv es  t h a t  M e lv i l le  was a p h i lo s o p h e r  "who was a t  
d i f f e r e n t  t im es bo th  a p e s s im is t  and an o p t i m i s t ,  b u t  who tended to  see  
th e  u n iv e rs e  as n e i t h e r  good n o r  e v i l ,  b u t  r a t h e r  m arv e lo u s ,  as in  the  
p h y s ic a l  world o f  Moby-Dick, and m y s te r io u s  as in  th e  m e ta p h y s ic a l  w orld  
o f  B i l l y  Budd."22
The v i s io n  of M e lv i l l e  i s  peo p led  w ith  p ro p h e ts  who gauge m an 's  
re sp o n ses  to  God. The p ro p h e ts  in  M e l v i l l e ' s  w r i t i n g  h o ld  a ve ry  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  p la ce  between God and man, b u t  M e l v i l l e ' s  p r o p h e t i c  f i g u r e s  
cannot p ro v id e  th e  answers t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  p ro p h e ts  gave to  men lo o k in g  
to  comply w ith  d iv in e  w i l l .  I t  i s  much h a rd e r  f o r  th e  M e lv i l le a n  p ro p h e t  
to  g ive  the  " r i g h t "  answ er, and i t  i s  o f t e n  e a s i e r  f o r  such a f i g u r e  to
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m is ta k en ly  p ro v id e  an a b s o lu te  answer. Such a b so lu te  answers always f a i l  
to  r e v e a l  God and o f te n  le a d  to  m an 's  d e a th .  The on ly  v ia b le  p ro p h e t ic  
response  i s  the  one t h a t  re c o g n iz e s  t h a t  God b e a r s  a r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  some­
tim es n o t  c l e a r ,  to  a good and e v i l  w orld ; th e  sea rch  f o r  such a p ro ­
p h e t i c  resp o n se  i s  in  p a r t  th e  achievem ent of Herman M e lv i l l e .
NOTES:
There a re  b a s i c a l l y  two views of th e  m oral a c t i o n  in  th e  book.
Some view the  book as a c c e p t in g  an o rd e r  in  th e  u n iv e r s e .  E. L. Grant 
Watson, " M e lv i l l e ' s  Testament o f  A ccep tan ce ,"  New England Q u a r te r ly , 6 
(Ju n e ,  1933): " B i l l y ' s  l a s t  words a re  th e  tr ium phan t s e a l  o f  h i s  accep­
ta n c e , "  P- 326-327. W illiam E. Sedgwick, Herman M e l v i l l e : The Tragedy o f
Mind (Cambridge: Harvard U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1945): "However u n i n t e l l i g i b l e
and a r b i t r a r y ,  th e re  i s  an o rg a n ic  n e c e s s i ty  in  th e  world and i t  cannot be 
d i s r e g a r d e d ,"  p. 237. N a th a l i e  W r ig h t , " M e lv i l l e 's  Use o f  the  B ib le  
(Durham: Duke U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1943): M e lv i l le  counse led  r e s ig n a t i o n
to  the  i n s c r u t a b l e  laws of th e  u n iv e r s e , "  p. 12 3.
A second group o f c r i t i c s  view th e  book as  denying such moral 
o r d e r .  M erlin  Bowen, The Long Encounter (Chicago: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Chicago
P r e s s ,  1960): B i l l y  Budd r e f l e c t s  " th e  s o r r y  wisdom of r e s ig n a t i o n  to  a 
fo rced  co m p lic i ty  to  e v i l , "  p . 207. Lawrance Thompson, M e l v i l l e ' s  
Q u arre l  w ith  God (P r in c e to n :  P r in c e to n  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1952):
" M e l v i l l e ' s  m is a n th ro p ic  v ie w p o in t ,a t  th e  time he wrote B i l l y  Budd, was 
s im i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  Schopenhauer, who i n s i s t e d  t h a t  th e  w orld  was pu t 
to g e th e r  wrong, t h a t  God was a sc o u n d re l ,  t h a t  human b e in g s  were m o tiv a ted  
e n t i r e l y  by s e l f i s h  and depraved d e s i r e s , "  p. 356.
2This i s  a  t h i r d  c r i t i c a l  view o f th e  book. R ichard  H. Fogle ,
"B i l l y  Budd—Acceptance or I r o n y ,"  Tulane S tu d ie s  in  E n g l i s h , 8 (1958): 
"B i l l y  Budd i s  bo th  i r o n i c  and ambiguous, b u t  i t s  i r o n i e s  and a m b ig u i t ie s  
a re  M e l v i l l e ' s  accep tance  o f  th e  l i m i t s  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n :  they a re
in ten d ed  n e i t h e r  to  confuse nor to  mock," p . 108. Newton A rv in , Herman 
M e lv i l le  (New York: W illiam  Sloan A s s o c ia te s ,  1950): "There i s  a f a r
more en ig m atic  in t e r t a n g l in g  o f  good and e v i l  in  t h i s  u n iv e rs e  of 
M e l v i l l e ' s  f i n a l  v i s io n  than  in  th e  u n iv e rse  of theo logy  o r  of dogmatic 
e t h i c s :  e v i l  and good, R o lfe  had s a i d ,  do indeed  p la y ,  b r a id e d ,  in to
one c o rd ,"  p. 297.
3
W illiam  S h u rr ,  The M ystery of I n i q u i t y  (L exing ton : U n iv e rs i ty
o f Kentucky P r e s s ,  1972), p. 256.
S ?en d a ll  G lic k ,  "Expediency and A bso lu te  M o ra li ty  in  B i l l y  Budd,
PMLA, 68 (March, 1953), pp. 104-105.
^H. Bruce F ra n k l in ,  The Wake of th e  Gods: M e l v i l l e ' s  Mythology
(S ta n fo rd :  S tan fo rd  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1963), p. 192.
^Herman M e lv i l l e ,  B i l l y  Budd, ed. H a r r iso n  Hayford, and Merton 
S e a l t s ,  J r .  (Chicago: U n iv e r s i ty  of Chicago P r e s s ,  1962), p . 51. A ll
subsequent r e f e r e n c e s  a re  to  t h i s  t e x t .
143
144
^Herman M e lv i l l e ,  C la re 1 , ed. W alter Bezanson (New York: Hendricks
House, 1960), p. 531.
Q
F. Barron Freeman, "The Enigma of M e l v i l l e ' s  'D a n ie l  O rm e,'"  
American L i t e r a t u r e , 16 (November, 1944), p . 209.
9
Hayford and S e a l t s :  "Freem an 's  s tudy of th e  m an u sc rip t  le d  him
to  a m is taken  co n c lu s io n .  He supposed t h a t  th e  s k e tc h  t i t l e d  'D a n ie l  
Orme,' which he t r a n s c r ib e d  and in c lu d e d  in  h i s  book as  a ' r e l a t e d  f r a g ­
m e n t , '  'was once in ten d ed  to  be p a r t  o f  the  n o v e l B u t  h i s  ev idence  
f o r  t h i s  s u p p o s i t io n  was a f a u l t y  re a d in g  o f M e l v i l l e ' s  n o t a t i o n s  on the  
f o ld e r  which ho ld s  the  s k e tc h .  Freeman t r a n s c r ib e d  th e  r e l e v a n t  p o r t io n  
of the  n o ta t io n s  th u s :  'D a n ie l  Orme/omitted o f / B i l l y  Budd,' But what
M e lv i l le  a c t u a l l y  w rote was 'D a n ie l  Orme/&/Omitted o f  B i l l y  B u d d '."  
p. 17.
^ H a y fo rd  and S e a l t s ,  p. 18.
^ W i l l i a m  S te in ,  "The M o tif  of th e  Wise Old i n  B i l l y  Budd,"
W estern H um anities Review, 14 (W inter, i 9 6 0 ) ,  p . 101.
12 John S e e ly e ,  The I r o n i c  Diagram (Evanston: N orthw estern
U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1970), p .  164.
S ee ly e ,  p. 164.
^E dw ard  R osenberry , "The Problem o f  B i l l y  Budd,"  PMLA, 80 
(December, 1965), p. 496.
^ S ed g w ic k ;  " I t  i s  im p o ss ib le  n o t  to  see  i n  B i l l y ' s  e x e c u t io n  a  
resem blance to  the  C r u c i f ix io n ,"  p. 241.
^ F r a n k l i n ,  p . 202.
"^Pau l B rod tko rb , J r . ,  "The D e f in i t i v e  B i l l y  Budd: 'But A r e n ' t  I t  
A ll  Sham?'" PMLA, 82 (December, 1967), p. 610.
18B rod tkorb , p. 610,
19Harry Mordean Campbell, "The Hanging Scene in  M e l v i l l e ' s  B i l l y  
Budd, Foretopm an,"  Modem Language N o te s , 16 (June , 1957), p . 381.
20 S h u rr ,  p. 260.
21B rod tko rb , p. 612
22 N a th a l i a  W righ t, rev iew  of W illiam  S h u r r ,  The M ystery of I n i q u i t y , 
Southern  H um anities Review, 8 (Summer, 1974), p. 396.
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